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Summary 


When Alina wakes up in the hospital after an accident, she learns that not only did she lose 
her memories from the past year, but that she’s pregnant—and has no idea who the father is. 


Aleksander never planned on having a secret affair with one of his employees, but Alina 
snuck up on him in more ways than one. When she loses her memories in an accident, he 
realizes that she has no memory of the affair that prompted him to divorce his wife and her to 
end her own relationship. He also has no idea how to tell her that he’s the father of her child. 


Notes 


This fic came to be because of this random astrology meme, so here we are. 


one 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Two Weeks Ago 


“Alina.” 


Her name is a prayer. Aleksander has never been a religious man, but then, he had never 
found something worth worshipping before he fell in love with Alina Starkov. 


“J—] just can’t.” Her voice is muffled by the door between them. He rests his forehead 
against the cool wood, the frost from outside permeating the hallways of her apartment 
building. “Please—please, just go.” 


He had long believed his heart to be incapable of breaking, but he feels it shatter in his chest 
now. He feels the shards of it piercing his lungs, carving into the bones of his rib cage. 


“Alina, I love you. Please.” 


His words shock him. He’s long come to terms with his feelings for her, but he’s never been 
brave enough to say them aloud. Maybe he should have said them sooner. Before she even 
answers, he knows they ring hollow. He knows he waited too long, or maybe said them too 
early. No matter, he knows it’s the wrong time. 


“T made a mistake.” He can hear the tears in her voice. She sniffles and even through the 
door, he can hear the deep breath she takes. “ We made a mistake. We hurt people, and we 
shouldn’t—we can’t—I don’t know what I was thinking. Please, just go.” 


This time, he does go. He leaves because he loves her. Because he loves her, he respects her 
too much to break through the door like he wants to. To break through and demand that they 
talk, demand that she gives him her heart, demand that she lets him cherish it for the rest of 

his life like he wants to. 


For the first time in his life, Aleksander Morozova cannot muscle his way to what he wants. 
For the first time in his life, he cannot simply take what he wants because he wants it. No 
matter how much he craves it, cherishes it, it is not possible to steal the sun. 


Beeping. 


That’s the first thing that Alina wakes to. Even before she opens her eyes, she is nudged into 
consciousness by an incessant beeping. The rhythm of the beeping remains consistent, a 
high-pitched heartbeat, as she struggles to blink open her eyes. 


The second thing she notices is how terrible she feels. Her head is pounding, and for a split 
second, she wonders if she has the worst hangover of her life. Before she can consider that, 
the blurry vision of a hospital room begins to clear in front of her. She blinks a few more 
times before her gaze lands on a familiar set of warm brown eyes staring back at her. 


“Mal...what...” She clears her throat, lifting her fingers to gingerly touch her forehead, 
which is pulsing with pain. That’s when she notices the IV inserted in her arm. 


“Don’t move,” he tells her, gently pushing her arm back down. “How are you feeling?” 
“What happened?” 


“You were in an accident. Another car slid through a red light on ice and... you don’t 
remember any of it?” 


Alina shakes her head. She feels irrational tears swell in her eyes, but Mal simply sits and 
stares at her. There is sympathy in his eyes, but there is also a distance she doesn’t 
understand. 


“T’m sorry I...I’m the only one allowed in the room,” he says, a beat later. “Your friends are 
in the waiting area but the doctors said that only family is allowed in. And I know I’m not— 
we’re not—” He takes a breath, collecting himself. “I’m still your emergency contact, I 
guess, so they let it slide.” 


“Still? Why wouldn’t you be?” 


Mal tilts his head at her. “Because we broke up.” His words are slow, as if he suspects she 
lost half her brain in the accident. 


Alina’s breath catches in her throat when she tries to inhale, fresh tears filling her eyes. 


“Hey, hey, it’s okay,” he hurriedly says. She sees panic in his eyes that mirrors the panic 
rising like a wave inside her. 


“What do you mean we broke up?” She swallows thickly. “We were just, we just—” Her 
head spins as she tries to remember what her last memory is, given that she doesn’t remember 
anything about the car accident. “We...the plate.” 


“The what?” 

“T broke that plate last week. My favorite one.” 

Mal’s eyes widen in a way that makes her stomach drop. 
“What?” 


“T’m just—I’m going to get the doctor. I should have already grabbed them, I—” He shakes 
his head at himself, standing and rushing to the door to call for someone before she can argue 
with him. 


Mal doesn’t say anything as they wait for a doctor. He just stands on the far side of the room, 
leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. He’s standing like he’s readying himself for a 
fight, like he used to when they were kids and he felt like he had to punch his way through 
the world. She doesn’t understand. She doesn’t understand any of this, and his behavior aches 
worse than her body, than her pounding head. 


“Alina,” the doctor greets her, upon walking into the room. A nurse follows on her heels, 
holding a clipboard. “How are you feeling?” 


“How am I feeling ?” 


“She doesn’t remember the accident,” Mal says from across the room. “She doesn’t 
remember—she doesn’t remember a lot.” 


The doctor nods, composed as she flashes a light in Alina’s eyes, one by one. “You were in a 
bad car accident,” the doctor explains. 


“Mal told me.” 


“You hit your head hard in the crash. You also bruised a few ribs, and have a few scratches, 
but your head was the worst of your injuries,” she tells her, taking the clipboard from the 
nurse. She flips through papers. “Some memory loss is quite common in these types of 
injuries,” she explains, eyes trained on her papers. “But usually the memories return. And—” 
She flips to another page before smiling up at Alina. “We ran some tests and the baby appears 
healthy. We'll still want to monitor the situation closely—” 


“The what?” Alina’s heart begins pounding against her ribcage, her breath coming in short 
pants. She looks over at Mal, but he remains frozen against the wall, just as shell-shocked as 
her. 


“You...did you know you were pregnant?” the doctor asks. 
“No, ———e” 
“Okay, okay,” she soothes. “Let’s take a few deep breaths.” 


Alina does as she says, breathing deeply as the doctor guides her, feeling too stunned to argue 
with her. 


“Okay, now...do you know what month it is?” 
“Tt’s February.” 


The doctor’s eyes light up. “That’s correct. That’s great Alina. Do you remember the date? Or 
the day of the week?” 


Alina shakes her head. 


“What about a specific memory?” 


Alina looks past the doctor at Mal, who is still frozen against the wall. His eyes appear 
bloodshot. “The plate,” she repeats. “I broke my favorite plate.” 


The doctor turns to Mal, waiting for an explanation. Mal takes a deep breath. “That memory 
is—it’s from February /ast year. The last thing she remembers is from a year ago.” 


--00=- 
“Mr. Morozova.” 


Aleksander doesn’t look up from his computer before he waves her off. “Not now, Genya. 
Tell whoever it is to wait.” 


(4 ‘But— 9 


He looks up at her, steely-eyed and jaw tense with impatience. He’s in a worse mood than 
usual, and it’s unusual for Genya not to listen to him. “What?” 


“One of your employees was in an accident yesterday—a car accident. A bad one.” 
“Are they alright?” 
“Yes, but—” 


“Make sure HR takes care of whatever they need for sick leave, and arrange a care basket to 
be sent from the company.” 


Genya stares at him for a beat, long enough that Aleksander nearly snaps at her to leave. “It’s 
—it’s Alina Starkov,” she says, voice carefully measured. “Just in case you need to know 
who.” 


There are so many implications threaded through her words and she all but confirms his 
suspicions—she knows. Perhaps she hasn’t known the whole time, and perhaps she doesn’t 
know the whole truth, but she knows . 


“Thank you, Genya.” He moves his hands under the desk, so she cannot see how they 
tremble. “That’|l be all. And—shut the door behind you. Please.” 


She offers a curt nod before she gracefully slides out of his office. The minute the door shuts, 
he drops his head into his hands and tries to catch his breath. Genya said that Alina is alright, 
so that means she’s alive, but that knowledge doesn’t slow his heart rate. It doesn’t halt the 
pressure he feels expanding in his chest. He takes a few deep breaths and composes himself 
before he stands. Then he sweeps his jacket from the coat rack and pulls it on. He needs to go 
to her. 


--00-- 


The doctor is speaking. She’s reassuring Alina that her memory might come back, that there 
are specialists to be seen, that there are resources for people when this happens. But Alina 
can barely understand her. It’s all too much. 


“With a good support system—” 


“T don’t have a support system,” Alina tells her. Her voice is neutral, matching the numbness 
that has spread through her body. “I don’t have a family, except him,” she says, nodding 
towards Mal. He looks away. “But apparently I don’t have him anymore, and so I don’t have 
a support system.” 


Alina doesn’t know why she told her that. Even with Mal by her side, she’s always been 
fiercely independent, and moreover, determined to make sure that everyone else knows she 
needs no one. But this is different. She was thrown in without a lifeboat. She is drowning and 
doesn’t have a single life preserver. 


The doctor, for the first time since she walked in, looks at a loss for what to say. A moment 
later, she nods sympathetically. “I know this is a lot to process. Right now, let’s focus on 
recovering and resting. Ill give you some time.” 


The doctor says it kindly, but Alina suspects that she’s looking for an escape route. It’s a 
behavior she learned to look for in adults at a young age. When Mal and her are left alone 
again, a new tension weighs the room down. 


“T don’t know what to say,” he admits. He still hasn’t come any closer to her. 
She takes a deep breath. “Is there...you said we broke up. Is there any chance it’s yours?” 


Mal swallows thickly, but vehemently shakes his head. “I haven’t seen you in five months, 
Alina.” 


Alina tries to take a breath, but it catches in her chest again. She wills the tears filing her eyes 
to evaporate, but they spill down her cheeks instead. “I’m sorry.” 


“What are you sorry for?” 
“T know you wouldn’t have left me unless I did something terrible.” 


Mal purses his lips. “ You left me , Alina. You broke my heart, but...you said it was what you 
wanted. I needed the space to move on.” 


“Do you know...” 


“No.” His voice is short for the first time since she woke up. He immediately apologizes, 
hanging his head before he looks up at her again. “I don’t know how to...to—I was so angry 
at you. You broke my heart, but now I feel like I can’t even be upset anymore, because it 
wasn’t you who made those choices. It wasn’t you who hurt me—not yet anyway.” 


“T don’t... don’t know what to say,” she says, roughly wiping away her tears. Her head is 
still pounding and the salt from her tears makes the raw skin near her scraped cheek burn. 


Mal sighs, moving to sit next to her bed again. “You don’t have to say anything. I know that 
you—that for this you—I know it’s a lot for you. I’m sorry this happened to you, I really am. 
I know we haven’t spoken but...no matter the space I needed, we’ll always be family. But I 


can’t—I can’t go back, and pretend none of that happened because I still have to live with 
those memories. You might not remember it, but it was real to me.” 


Alina nods. “I understand,” she tells him, although she doesn’t. 


This all feels so unfair, for the world to hold her accountable for things she doesn’t remember 
having any part in. But she’s going to have to try to understand who she was, or is, because 
she has another life to consider now. Of course, maybe she won’t. She has no idea what she’s 
going to do about it. 


“T should go,” he tells her as he stands. “And you should get some rest tonight. Do you want 
to see your friends?” 


“What friends?” 


“They said they’re friends from work that you’re close to. I don’t know their names, I’m 
sorry. But I’m sure the doctor would be okay if—” 


“T don’t want to see them.” 
“Are you sure—” 
“They aren’t friends,” Alina snaps. “Not...not for me.” 


She doesn’t know exactly who he’s referring to, but in her world, she only started work at 
Morozova Industries as a graphic designer a mere month and a half ago. Anyone waiting for 
her is someone she chatted with in the break room, or that she met at a happy hour. But they 
aren’t friends. Not the kind of friends who you want to see when your world is crumbling. 
She doesn’t have any of those. 


Mal only nods before walking towards the door. 


“Can you tell them I’m okay?” she asks. “And also—can you tell them about my memory? 
So they don’t think—so they understand. And...please don’t mention the other thing—not to 
anyone.” 


Mal nods again. “Ill check in tomorrow,” he offers before walking out. 


She knows he’s only being kind, but she doesn’t have it in her to tell him not to come. Then 
he’s gone, and just like that, she’s completely alone. Completely without Mal for the first 
time since childhood. 


--00-- 


Aleksander walks into the hospital calmly, head held high as if he belongs, as if he owns the 
building. His posture is straight, strong, as if his ribs aren’t collapsing inward as he walks to 
the desk of the waiting area. 


“Mr. Morozova?” someone asks, before he can ask for Alina’s name. 


He turns and finds Nina Zenik staring at him. A few other familiar faces surround her— 
employees of his, although he can’t claim he knows them all by name. 


“Ms. Zenik,” he greets her. Nina is the head of his company’s Public Relations division, so he 
has reason to work with her more closely than most employees. 


“Are you here because of Alina?” 


“Yes, I...Genya informed me of the accident. I just wanted to check in and assure her in 
person she doesn’t need to worry about taking unlimited sick leave while she recovers.” 


“We haven’t heard anything yet,” she explains. “But her ex-boyfriend was still her emergency 
contact, and he’s back there with her, and—” 


Before her words can completely burn through him, her gaze shifts to something behind him. 
He turns and finds who he knows, from photos, is Malyen—Alina’s ex-boyfriend. He was her 
current boyfriend when the two of them met, just as Luda was still his wife. Thankfully, 
Malyen doesn’t seem to recognize him. His gaze doesn’t linger on him anymore than anyone 
else in the group as he approaches them. 


“She’s...she’s okay. But she says she doesn’t want to see anyone tonight.” 


“How is she feeling?” a woman behind Alina asks. She has rich brown skin and was so quiet 
before that he hadn’t realized she was there. 


“She’s—there’s something you should all know. She hit her head hard—it was the worst of 
her injuries. Physically, she’s recovering and will be okay, but—she’s lost some memories.” 


“What do you mean?” a man next to Nina asks. Or, more of a boy , Aleksander ponders. He 
has auburn curls and ruddy cheeks. 


“The last thing she remembers is from a year ago. The whole year since—she doesn’t 
remember a thing.” 


Somebody gasps, but Aleksander is too focused on not betraying his mask of neutrality as his 
heart plummets to take note of who does. A year...she doesn’t remember the entirety of the 
last year. If she doesn’t remember the last year, then he means nothing to her. It means he 
doesn’t exist to her, apart from being her boss who hired her mere months ago. He feels like 
his entire world has fallen under him. He was so relieved when Genya told him she was 
alright. He thought maybe this would be an excuse for them to talk, to work through things, 
but no...he had lost her after all. 


--00-- 


Mal comes to visit the next day and Alina also gets a hold of her phone. Miraculously, the 
only damage it has from the accident is a barely noticeable crack in the screen. It hurts her 
head to stare at the screen, but she forces herself to, desperate to know more about the life 
she’s forgotten about—the life so different from the one she remembers. 


On the one hand, she comes to realize that the work friends who were waiting for her 
yesterday were genuine in their claims of being her close friends. She scrolls through her 
Instagram account, including her tagged photos, and sees endless photos of her with a group 
of people she recognizes from work, but didn’t know well at this time last year. The text 
messages further confirm their bond, some of the messages making her smile even though 
she doesn’t remember the conversations. 


And yet, she finds no clues about what she needs to know most of all. She finds no evidence 
that she was seeing anyone, no evidence that the father of her child was someone she had—or 
has —a relationship with. Whoever it is, they were either always a complete stranger, or 
they’re a stranger to her now. She’s not sure which she would prefer. 


“Any luck?” Mal asks. His voice sounds rough, like it kills him to ask. 
Alina shakes her head. “We don’t have to talk about it.” 


“But we can, if you need to. I know...” He sighs, running a hand over his face before he 
looks up at her again. “I know you must be scared.” 


“Well it was either a one-night stand or someone who is long gone from my life,” she says, 
setting her phone aside. Mal pushes her jello towards her and she forces herself to take a 
small bite, if only for his sake. “I just...I don’t know what I want to do. Whether I want to 
keep it, or even have it. I just—I wish I knew what the real me wanted—the me in the 
present, the me I don’t remember. The doctor said I’m nine weeks along, so I think I must 
have known. But I have no idea how I felt about it. Not a clue. How do I make a decision 
based on that?” 


Mal swallows, looking away. “You'll make the right decision for you,” he confirms. “You 
always do.” 


She can’t help but hear the double meaning in his words. “Is that what I told you?” 


He looks up at her again, quiet for a moment. “Not exactly, but it was implied. The thing is, 
Alina—you broke my heart. But if I’m being honest with myself, these last few months, I’ve 
begun to understand where you were coming from. We were all the other ever knew. We were 
family, we were a comfort to each other, but that doesn’t mean we were right for each other. I 
think maybe...I think we were together for the wrong reasons. You figured that out first, and 
I’m just figuring that out now, but...I’m catching up.” 


Alina hates what he said. She hates every word, each of them bitter as they sink into her skin. 
How can any of that be true? And yet, according to him, it was her who decided that, who 
knew that first. Then, it occurs to her what he means...what he means by catching up . 


“You’re seeing someone?” 


Mal hesitates before nodding slowly. “For about three months, yeah. It’s new, but—it feels 
right. It feels right in a way that—” He shakes his head. “I’m sorry.” 


“You don’t have to be sorry. This was my choice, apparently.” 


“Exactly—it’s hard to hold you to choices you don’t remember making. I can’t imagine how 
you’re feeling right now, being dropped in a future you had no part in making.” 


Alina nods, trying to force down her rising tears. Maybe it isn’t fair, maybe it doesn’t feel 
like it was her who made these decisions, who broke Mal’s heart, but she’Il always love him 
as family. And if she loves him, she can’t put him in further pain just because she forgot the 
pain she originally caused him. 


“You don’t...you don’t have to worry about me. I’Il be fine.” She picks up her phone, 
showing him where her Instagram app is still pulled up. “Apparently I have friends, other 
people who care, and...I’m not your responsibility anymore. I know that, and I don’t want 
you to feel otherwise.” 


Mal nods, but she knows him. He doesn’t believe that. 


“Look—teally,” she emphasizes. “I’m going to text this group today, to come visit me. ’m— 
I'll be fine. I promise.” 


Alina watches his internal struggle poke through his carefully constructed mask. Finally, he 
nods. When he goes home that night, she tells him that he shouldn’t come back. 


--00-- 


The day after he returns from the hospital, Aleksander buries himself in work. He instructs 
Genya to do what he originally told her—to send a care basket and tell HR to contact Alina 
and make sure she has the time she needs to recover before returning to work. Then he pours 
himself into his work, until it’s dark and the office is empty. 


When he returns home, it’s to his empty apartment. The modern, sleek loft he used to cherish 
now feels cold and soulless. He thought it was a symbol of his status, of how far he had 
come. Now it feels like a prison. He didn’t know the difference between a house and home 
before Alina burst into his life. 


With a sigh, he drops his briefcase on the large kitchen island. His copy of his finalized 
divorce papers are still there. He supposes he should file them, or frame them, or something . 
What do people do with divorce papers? Maybe he should make a copy and throw them in a 
symbolic bonfire. He smiles when he realizes that it sounds like something Alina would do. 


But he sure as hell doesn’t know what to do with them, so he just leaves them there, day after 
day. They’re evidence of him falling in love with Alina, and in that sense, he loves them in a 
twisted way. He loves them all the more now, because now he has to exist in a world where 
he and Alina never happened. But still, he knows even without Alina, he and Luda would 
have eventually reached this point. It just would have taken them longer. 


It’s easier to leave when you have something you’re running towards, rather than something 
you’re walking away from. 


--00-- 


Alina is nervous as she scrolls through the group chat. It consists of four other people—Nina, 
Wylan, Jesper, and Inej. She knows she met most of them in the months she actually 
remembers starting at Morozova Industries. In fact, Jesper showed her around her first day 
there. But she doesn’t know them like the Alina in her phone does. 


And yet—exactly how well could she have known them? It doesn’t escape her attention that 
there is no mention of any man in the group chat or any individual text threads. There is 
certainly no mention of a pregnancy. No matter how close they were, or are, they weren’t 
close enough that she felt she could share anything about who she was seeing with them. 
Then again, maybe it really was a one night stand—maybe there was nothing to share aside 
from a pregnancy she was still processing when she got in the accident. 


Despite her hesitation with these new people, she knows she cannot continue leaning on Mal. 
She cannot put him through more than she apparently already did, especially if he's found 
happiness with someone else. She feels conflicted about that. Heartbroken, given that it feels 
like a betrayal in so many ways. After all, she’s known him as her boyfriend for years. But 
when she lets that feeling settle, she wonders why there isn’t more depth to it. Is she really 
heartbroken? Or does her heart know she already moved on from him, even if she doesn’t 
remember doing so? 


That leaves her one choice if she wants to function, if she doesn’t want to be utterly alone at 
what will arguably be the hardest period in her life. And so, she scrolls to the most recent 
texts in the group. All of them have texted, telling her they love her and they understand if 
she needs space, but that they’re here if she needs them. She doesn’t know if she needs them 
now , but she has a feeling that she will. And so, she tries her hardest to trust this future 
version of herself that chose to be friends with them—even if that version of herself seems to 
have made a mess out of everything else. 


You: I’m sorry I haven t reached out 


Alina waits as multiple people begin texting at once, watching the three little dots with wide 
eyes. 


Nina: You have nothing to be sorry for except for hiding that angelic face from us for a single 
moment 


Wyan: We’re so glad you’re okay! 

Jesper: Sounds like okay is a strong word... 
Nina: Shut the fuck up. Too soon 

Inej: How are you feeling? 


Alina feels a little overwhelmed as the texts come pouring in. She’s never trusted anyone 
easily, and if she’s being honest, she feels bewildered that she somehow grew this close with 
these people in such a short amount of time. Her entire life was a series of being left. Her 
parents died when she was only eight, leaving her orphaned and at the mercy of the foster 
care system. She survived the foster care system because she managed to blend in, to live as a 


ghost, all the while holding onto the belief that there was more to life. Even after everything 
she went through, she still believed that there was good in the world and held onto her 
determination to find it. 


Alina met Mal when they were only ten, while they were living in the same foster house. 
They had eventually been separated, but crossed paths several times throughout the years 
until they ended up in the same high school during their junior year. They were inseparable 
after that. They were each other’s life lines, and for so long, Alina thought that was it—Mal 
was singularly the good in the world she was looking for. It felt more safe to focus on that, to 
dedicate herself to them, than to seek that good elsewhere at risk of being disappointed. This 
isn’t news to her—even when she was in a happy relationship with Mal, she knew that she 
used their relationship as an excuse not to seek happiness in anyone else. It’s why she didn’t 
really have friends aside from him—no one beyond passing acquaintances. 


So, having close friends is certainly new to her. And yet, it’s the least terrifying thing she’s 
facing right now. Her break-up with Mal, her new friends...all of it pales in comparison to 
the fear she feels about waking up in a new reality while pregnant. She doesn’t have the time 
to settle into this new reality before she has to make a life-changing decision. 


You: Thank you guys, that’s really sweet. If you’re still up for it, I’d like to see you guys 
She doesn’t wait for a response before sending a second text. 
You: If that’s okay, of course 


Three dots appear at the bottom again, as multiple people text. She watches the screen with a 
nervous curiosity, until all at once, she is flooded with responses from the other four as they 
coordinate how they’re getting to the hospital to visit this afternoon. They tell her they’1l be 
there by 4 p.m. at the latest, which means Alina has three hours to kill. Three hours to kill, 
alone with her thoughts. She sets her phone down on the table beside the hospital bed, 
leaning back and closing her eyes, just as a nurse knocks on the open door. 


“Hi Alina,” she greets her, walking in with a clipboard in hand. “I just need to do your blood 
work again.” 


Alina nods, offering her arm. A part of her thinks it would be easier if she had lost the baby 
as a result of the accident. She imagines that possibility, pictures the doctor telling her as 
much, and is surprised by the disappointment that instantly floods her. Right or wrong, as 
terrifying as a pregnancy with a mystery father is, as terrifying as the thought of raising a 
child alone is, the baby also makes her feel less alone amidst the rest of this chaos. She 
knows that’s probably a terrible reason to keep a baby, but it’s the truth. 


The hours pass slowly as Alina waits for her friends to arrive. It’s in part because there’s not 
much to do aside from dwell on her current predicament, given that her doctors warned her 
she should engage in minimal screen time. But she’s also just nervous , plain and simple. 


Finally, at quarter to four, Alina looks up to find a brunette knocking on the open door. 


“Hi,” she greets her—completely upbeat, as if she’s meeting Alina for brunch. “You look 
amazing .” 


Alina isn’t sure if that’s a joke, but she nearly chokes on her laughter as Nina walks in, 
followed by the others. Alina remembers Nina well, even though they weren’t close—the 
woman is kind of hard to forget. She walks into every room like she owns the place, with the 
sex appeal of Aphrodite and the confidence of Zeus. It isn’t difficult to understand why she’s 
great in PR, but that’s all Alina really knows—that version of her. She doesn’t know the 
details. She doesn’t know her interests, why they click, her flaws and vulnerabilities. She 
doesn’t know what makes them close friends. 


Jesper follows Nina in and sits down on the chair that Mal had occupied the last couple of 
days. A man Alina doesn’t recognize, with auburn curls and freckles, follows more shyly and 
leans against the wall on the other side of the bed. Inej, who Alina met on an occasion or two, 
glides into the room gracefully and perches on the window ledge. Alina doesn’t know much 
about Inej aside from that she works in internal investigations, within the security division 
led by Kaz Brekker. 


“We’re so glad you’re okay,” Nina starts. 
“ So glad,” Jesper mimics. 


“I’m sorry,” Alina starts. “I looked through my phone, and Mal told me that you guys...well, 
that we’re close. But..I don’t remember the entire last year, after I’d just met you guys.” She 
turns to the man with the curls. “To be honest, I don’t even recognize you.” 


The man offers a shy smile, but Jesper answers before he can. “Probably because he’s pretty 
forgettable.” Inej slaps him on the back of the head, making Jesper jump and Alina smile for 
perhaps the first time since she woke up. 


“T’m Wylan,” the man—although he looks rather young—tells her. “I started about two 
months after you, and...and you actually showed me around on my first day.” 


Alina smiles sheepishly. “Nice to meet you...again.” 


Wylan smiles so genuinely, that Alina feels the warmth of it in her chest. “You too. I’m really 
glad you’re alright.” 


“So...you don’t remember anything from the last year?” Inej asks. 


Given the way Inej asks, Alina can’t help but wonder if she’s referring to something specific. 
All the same, she shakes her head. “I don’t, I’m sorry.” 


“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Nina answers, her hand landing on Alina’s forearm. She 
immediately pulls it back. “Sorry—I keep forgetting you don’t actually know us. Or 
remember us, I guess.” 


“But we know you,” Jesper assures her. 


“That might make it worse for her,” Inej answers. 


Alina laughs. “I’m right here, you know.” 
Inej smiles sheepishly. “I’m sorry.” 


“You guys have nothing to be sorry for either,” Alina says. “I know I don’t remember our 
friendships, but...I guess I trust future me—or past me, I suppose. I’d love to be friends, if 
you guys have it in you to be patient with me. God knows I need all the friends I can get right 
now.” 


“You already have us,” Nina assures her, smiling. “And I will make it my personal mission to 
remind you just how great we are.” 


Alina laughs again. “I'd really like that.” 
=-O0== 


A few days later, Nina and Jesper help Alina sign out of the hospital and bring her home. She 
feels a jolt when she fills out her birth date on the paperwork and realizes she missed a 
birthday—she’s 26 now, with no recollection of how the rest of 25 went for her. Alina texts 
Mal to let him know she was released and he promises that he’s there if she needs him, but 
she knows she won’t be able to bring herself to reach out to him—no matter how badly she 
wants to. 


Nina and Jesper drive her to her apartment, which is in another neighborhood from where she 
used to live...yet another thing to adjust to. She supposes the silver lining is that this 
apartment is much closer to the office. It’s a walk up, which isn’t a great start. Not only is she 
still sore from her injuries, but she suspects it won’t be easy for a pregnant woman. She 
supposes she’ll manage and is counting her blessings that she’s only on the second floor. 


She stops with a start, on the stairs, as she takes note of her train of thought. She’s acting as if 
she already decided to have this baby, although she’s hardly made that decision yet. 


“You okay?” Jesper asks from behind her. 

“Yeah, sorry,” Alina says, continuing the climb up the stairs. “Just sore is all.” 
“Fuck, I’m sorry,” Nina says from the top. “I should have gone slower.” 
Alina chuckles. “It’s fine.” 


Jesper holds the bag that Alina had at the hospital while Nina unlocks and opens the door for 
her. Alina follows her friend into the apartment, slowly looking around. 


“Maybe the familiar space will help with the memories,” Nina suggests. 
“Maybe,” Alina murmurs as she continues taking in the space. 


It doesn’t immediately spark any memories, but she isn’t disappointed by it—not in the least 
bit. It’s a studio, probably not more than 500 square feet, but it has light hardwood floors 
(albeit worn and scratched) and large windows that allow ample light for the various plants 


she has around the apartment (all of which look in need of watering). The apartment is a 
single large room, with a smaller alcove hosting a double bed, and a small bathroom next to 
the front door. 


It makes Alina feel a sort of hope, although she isn’t sure why. Maybe, she realizes, it’s 
because this is the first time in her life she’s had a place to herself. As soon as they were 
eighteen, Mal and her got their own shabby apartment together. They loved it though, 
because it was completely and only theirs. It was where they lived for four years, while they 
worked and when Alina eventually started going to university part-time. It took her more 
than six years to graduate, but it was worth it when she was hired by Morozova Industries. 
She suspects that her freelance work was the real reason she was hired, but her degree in 
graphic design was a general hiring requirement that needed to be checked off. 


So, as much as Mal’s absence stings, she also feels a sense of pride at having this place 
completely to herself—at having anything to herself. Moreover, she wonders if she actually 
misses Mal as much as she misses the security of having another person by her side. But then 
she glances at Nina and Jesper, who along with Inej and Wylan have been a constant in her 
life in the week since they first visited her, and she remembers she’s not quite alone. 


“Ts there anything you need?” Jesper asks. “Groceries, or...I don’t know. A movie that 
streams all your memories from the last year?” 


Nina tells him to shut up, but Alina laughs. “I think I’m good—I don’t remember the last 
year, but I still remember how to function as a human adult. I'll be fine.” 


Jesper offers a sheepish smile as he rubs the back of his neck. “Sorry.” 


“Tt’s okay. It is...it is admittedly overwhelming. But I think the best thing I can do is just try 
to live my life normally, you know?” 


As normally as she can for being pregnant, she thinks. She doesn’t tell them that though. She 
knows she should probably open up to her friends about it. Maybe they know something she 
doesn’t or at the very least, can help her figure out what to do. But something stops her as 
soon as she considers it. In part, she wonders if there’s a reason past her didn’t already 
confide in her friends and she wonders if that’s a reason she shouldn’t do so now. But in 
reality, it’s probably just her run-of-the-mill trust issues holding her back. 


“We get it,” Nina answers. 


“Thank you guys though. Really, without Mal and all that...I don’t know what I’d do without 
you guys.” 


Nina offers a sympathetic smile. “That must be a really jarring change for you.” 


Alina nods slowly, walking over and leaning against the kitchen counter. “Did I...did I talk 
about the break up with you guys?” 


Nina nods. “We had plenty of wine and ice cream nights, and we helped you move too. You 
were upset, but it was your choice to end things.” 


Alina wants to ask her if she told them why she ended things, but between Mal’s explanation 
and her current feelings about him, she thinks she already understands. She might not 
remember the last year, but how she was already starting to feel at this time last year seems to 
be embedded in her when it comes to Mal. It’s not hard to see how stuck she was feeling in 
regards to them. All the same, she wonders what the final straw was. She wonders what made 
her brave enough to finally take that jump. 


“Maybe we can talk about it more another time,” Alina suggests. “I think I’m just going to 
try to settle in tonight though.” 


“Of course,” Nina agrees, offering another smile before she pulls her in for a hug. “We’re all 
a text away if you need us.” 


Alina nods and Jesper waves goodbye, opening the door for Nina and him before they both 
leave. The sound of the door clicking closed is quiet, but it feels so certain, so final, so huge. 
Without warning, she breaks down into a sob. 


--00-- 


Alina lights some candles around the apartment, ones that are half melted already. She thinks 
that maybe the scent will spark some kind of memory, but it doesn’t. As the sun goes down 
and she turns on the lights, she’s pleasantly surprised by the comforting, warm glow of the 
low lighting in her small home. She waters the plants and cleans up the kitchen, which hasn’t 
been touched since the accident. Then she decides to take a shower, carefully removing layers 
of clothing until she is standing naked in front of the mirror over the sink. 


The bathroom is old but clean and she lights another candle, taking a deep breath and trying 
to relax. It’s strange looking at her body—the ripe bruises that have bloomed across her skin, 
the scratches that mar various surfaces of her skin. Then her hand moves to cover her 
stomach, slowly, as if she’s all too aware that she might spook herself. 


It’s too early to notice any changes, but the knowledge that she’s carrying a child is 
overwhelming. Tears spring in her eyes and she runs her hand through her hair, taking 
another deep breath and trying to push down the feelings. She cannot afford to break down 
over any of this. Then a thought occurs to her. She walks over to the bathroom trash can and 
searches through it—if there’s still a test in there, does that mean she only just found out? 
Regardless, she finds nothing. She walks over to the shower in defeat, running it until it’s 
steaming and stepping under it. 


It happens for the first time when she’s in the shower—when she closes her eyes and lets the 
water turn her skin red as it washes over her. It feels like the dim flicker of a flame 
somewhere deep inside her, buried at her core. It is a memory just outside of reach, close 
enough to taste but not touch. A deep rumble of laughter in her ear that is decidedly not Mal. 
A hand on her waist. Then it’s gone, washing down the drain as quickly as it appeared. She 
curses in frustration and quickly finishes her shower. 


She’s surprised that she tosses and turns for an hour before she falls asleep, given how 
exhausted she feels. She keeps hoping that another flicker of memory might tease her 
conscious when she is floating on the edge of dreams, but nothing more appears. 


--00-- 


Alina has only just made her morning coffee when she makes her decision. Well—she makes 
her decision, then backtracks, realizing that she needs to check her bank account before 
deciding if she realistically can make this decision. She sits in front of her computer and is 
relieved when she knows the password to it—the rest is not so easy. 


She spends the rest of the morning and into the early afternoon on the phone with the bank, 
explaining how she needs a password reset because she lost her memory (yes, like in some 
hallmark movie, as one employee commented). Then she needs the password to the email her 
bank password reset was sent to, which she also doesn’t have. It’s a whole process and has 
her head pounding for reasons unrelated to her accident. It’s 3 p.m. by the time she finally 
opens her bank account. Her eyes widen when she sees it. Okay, she’s certainly not rich , but 
in just the last year of work, she’s reached a level of financial security she’s never had in her 
life. She closes the laptop slowly. Sitting on the ground in front of her coffee table, staring at 
the wall in front of her, she takes a deep breath. 


She’s doing this. She’s having a baby. She’s having a baby alone . 


A knock on her door startles her. The irrational part of her thinks this would be an excellent 
time for the father to show up at her doorstep, but when she opens the door, she finds Genya 
Safin standing there instead. Her life is decidedly not a hallmark movie. 


“Alina,” she says with a smile. “How are you feeling?” 


“T’m doing okay,” she answers. It’s a loaded question, but she doesn’t know Genya well. 
She’s only interacted with her in passing and all she knows 1s that she’s Mr. Morozova’s 
secretary. In fact...maybe this isn’t the good kind of visit. Maybe he sent her to fire Alina, 
maybe they found some loophole in the policy, maybe— 


Genya holds up a gift basket, releasing Alina from her spiral. “Just wanted to drop this off, 
courtesy of the company,” she explains. 


“Oh.” Alina smiles as she takes it from her. “Thank you.” Genya hesitates just long enough 
that Alina feels obligated to ask her if she wants to come in. She expects the other woman to 
decline the offer, but she nods and accepts instead, walking past Alina into the apartment. 


“Has HR been in contact with you?” 


“Um, yeah,” Alina answers, feeling a little frazzled as she shuts the door. She sets the gift 
basket down by the door. “A few days ago. I think they’re emailing some paperwork, but 
they said I can take as much sick leave as required. Is that correct?” 


Genya nods. “These are...extenuating circumstances.” 
Alina laughs. “That’s one way to put it.” 


“You don’t remember anything?” she questions, eyes searching her face. Alina wonders if 
she’s looking for a lie, or if she’s simply curious. “Nothing from the past year?” 


Alina shakes her head, rubbing her arms. “Nothing. Everything is...everything is pretty new. 
But—I don’t think Pll need much time to recover physically, so P’ll be back at work sooner 
rather than later. I just...I’m worried about all the things about my job I don’t remember how 
to do.” 


“I’m sure it’1l come back to you—those skills are like muscle memory.” 
“I’m hoping so.” 
“They’ll make sure you’re up to speed.” 


“Ts Zoya still my supervisor?” she asks. Zoya scared the hell out of her, if she’s being honest, 
but she also made her want to be a better graphic designer. She pushed Alina in a way 
nobody else in her life had ever cared enough to. 


“‘She is—and she understands the situation.” 
Alina sighs. “That’s also good to hear.” 


“You know, you completed a huge project ordered by Mr. Morozova. It was a success and— 
well, I figured you should know that you should be proud, even if you don’t remember why. 
But Zoya can fill you in on the details.” 


“Oh,” Alina answers, unsure of what else to say. Part of her is proud of this accomplishment 
she doesn’t remember. Another part of her feels a sort of bitter sweetness about it—if she has 
no memory of it, does it even count as an accomplishment? No matter the fact that she now 
has to live up to a superior version of herself. “Do you want any tea?” she asks, unsure of 
what else to say. 


Genya smiles again, but shakes her head. “I better get going, I promised my husband I’d help 
with dinner.” 


“Okay—well, hopefully Pll see you and everyone else pretty soon.” 


Genya looks at her again after she opens the door, her gaze assessing in a way that Alina 
doesn’t understand. “We all look forward to it. And please, let us know if there’s anything 
more you need from the company.” 


“Thank you.” 


Alina sighs as soon as Genya is gone, leaning against the counter. She wishes she could pour 
a glass of wine, but tea will have to do for the near future. As she boils water, she thinks 
about her decision again. Her conversation with Genya was another reminder of the life she 
forgot about, that she has to return to. Is a gut feeling and a decent bank account enough of a 
reason to have this baby? To keep this baby? Can she handle all of this alone? 


She sits on her couch, absentmindedly stirring the tea bag around in her mug. No matter her 
fears, she knows that she won’t change her mind. 


--00-- 


“You're going to do great!” 


Alina laughs. Nina’s enthusiasm never fails to amuse her, especially since she is fairly certain 
that all of it is genuine. 


“T feel like it’s my first day all over again,” she tells her, nervously tapping her fingers on top 
of her coffee tumbler. Apparently Alina usually takes the bus, but Nina offered to drive her 
for the next couple of days. The old Alina would have refused, but she forced herself to 
swallow her pride and accept the offer. Anything that will make her days easier will be for 
the best. “Or,” she decides. “The first day of high school. Kindergarten, even.” 


Nina offers an affectionate eye roll. “It’ll be fun. I suspect even Zoya will go easy on you, 
which is something you can brag about at future happy hours, since I suspect you will be the 
first person to ever experience that. And speaking of—what does the doctor recommend 
about drinking? Because we are all overdue for a night out.” She pauses, narrowing her eyes 
at her. “Well, maybe just a happy hour to start.” 


“Oh,” Alina stutters, cheeks flushing. “I’m not sure, I’ll have to ask about that.” 


Eventually she’s going to have to tell people she’s pregnant—it’s not something she can hide 
forever—and her group of friends should probably be the first she breaks the news to. But 
despite how quickly she feels the impact of their friendships, she isn’t ready for that. She 
doesn’t know them well enough to know how they’ll react and she doesn’t have the answers 
to the questions they’1l have. Mostly, she’s worried that they’II think she’s insane for trying to 
do this at all. 


The lobby is as grand and elegant as Alina remembers it to be. When Nina and her walk by 
the security guard at the front desk, the intimidating, blonde hulk of a man actually appears 
nervous. 


“Matthias,” Nina greets him, offering a wink. Alina watches the man’s cheeks flush a deep 
pink and she bites down on her lip to keep her laughter in. Another time, she’Il have to ask 
what’s going on there. 


When they arrive on their floor, Alina begins to head to her cubicle. Nina grabs her by her 
blazer and pulls her back. 


“Not there,” she explains, walking her over a few rows. “You changed desks about four 
months in when a better one freed up.” 


It is such a small thing, but Alina cracks her knuckles as she walks, her nerves increasing. It 
would be nice if she at least had that small piece of familiarity, but of course she doesn’t. Any 
other year in her life, she cannot imagine so much would have changed. She would have had 
so much less to adjust to. This doesn’t feel like waking up after missing a year, it feels like 
waking up in an entirely new life. To her added horror, as sets down her things at her desk, 
she realizes that Zoya’s office is much closer to this desk. 


“So, you remember where my office is?” Nina asks. “And Jesper is only a few rows down 
anyway. Wylan is close too.” 


Alina smiles. “Ill be fine,” she lies. 


She turns on her computer when Nina leaves, eyes sweeping across the cubicle walls at the 
photos and other memorabilia she pinned up. There are more photos of her with her work 
friends, some of which she recognizes from Instagram, as well as little notes and post-its 
referring to things she has no memory of—both what are clearly jokes and also some work- 
related scribblings that she should try to decipher later. It’s only when she opens one of the 
draws does she find a photo of Mal and her. She pulls it out gingerly, as if she’s holding a 
bomb with a short fuse. It’s a photo of them in high school, before they started dating. Maybe 
that’s why she kept it, even if she didn’t keep it hung with the others. This isn’t boyfriend 
Mal, but family Mal. 


“Alina.” 


Alina jumps, dropping the photo and slamming the draw shut with more vigor than she 
intended. She winces at the sound before turning to face Zoya, who is staring at her with 
barely masked amusement. Alina isn’t used to that look on the woman. Before she can 
appreciate it, her expression shifts into something more stern again. 


“How are you feeling?” she asks. 

“T’m okay—aside from the whole part where I don’t remember the last year.” 
Alina is aiming for a laugh, but Zoya’s expression is unreadable. 

“But I’m going to try really hard to get caught up as quickly as possible,” she adds. 


She was hoping for some blanket reassurance, or maybe for Zoya to tell her that she’ll catch 
up with time and not to stress too much about it. 


“Better get started then,” Zoya says instead, before walking away. 


Alina sighs before taking a huge gulp of coffee. She pauses with the tumbler at her lips, 
setting it down slowly. Should she be drinking less coffee? That’s a thing, isn’t it? With 
pregnant people. 


She swallows thickly as she turns on the computer. There isn’t a single part of her life she’s 


prepared for and more than ever since she woke up, it dawns on her how completely in over 
her head she is. 


--00-- 


The office is dark when Aleksander leaves his office, only a few overhead lights still on. It’s 
common enough for most people to clear out early on Thursdays for happy hour, but even so, 
it’s nearly 8 p.m. He doesn’t think many people would still be here regardless. But from the 
day he started his company, he held the view that he should remain the hardest working 
person here. Well, that and, it’s easier to throw himself into work these days. These days, it 
feels like work is all he has. Somedays, he misses Luda, if only because he was going home 


to someone. But mostly he misses Alina, which is a much sharper and more urgent grief. It’s 
the type of grief he can’t even let himself feel, lest he fall apart. 


As he walks past the rows of cubicles on his way to the elevators, he notices that there is a 
light on at one of the desks. His chest tightens when he realizes that it’s Alina’s desk— 
because of course he remembers exactly where she sits. That isn’t something he would ever 
forget. 


He stands there for a moment, frozen, briefcase in hand as he wills himself to move. She 
doesn’t know him and he has no business talking to her at all, outside of her job performance. 
He tells himself this, and yet, he still cannot bring himself to walk away. After all, she 
shouldn’t be here this late. She should be slowly getting acclimated back to work and getting 
ample rest, not pushing herself too hard. If Zoya gave her a project already, he might fire her 
on the spot, no matter how good the other woman is at her job. Thoughtlessly, he begins to 
move—except his legs carry him towards Alina instead of towards the elevators. 


She is scrolling through a document when he reaches her desk, so absorbed in her computer 
screen that she doesn’t even notice him. Her hair has been thrown into a bun on the top of her 
head, her blazer discarded on a hook and her shirt rumpled. She took off her heels and is 
sitting cross-legged with bare feet, leaning forward. 


He loves this part of her. It’s the part of her that disarmed him. He never felt he could be 
himself with anyone. Even with Luda, it felt as if the two of them were trying to put on a 
show for one another, always trying to be their best version of themselves for the other. 
Except it wasn’t really their best , but some shallow interpretation of that. With Alina, she 
was herself, and in turn, he felt like he didn’t have to try so hard. He could simply be. 


“I’m a firm believer that every employee deserves to run off to Thursday happy hour on time 
—it’s why I look away when my office empties at 4 p.m.” 


Alina spins around in the office chair, eyes wide. He clears his throat, mostly so that he won’t 
smile at her expression. 


“I’m sorry,” he starts, putting a hand up. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 


“Mr. Morozova,” she starts, exhaling a laugh. It’s her nervous one, not the genuine one he has 
memorized. “You didn’t—I mean—it’s alright.” 


“Aleksander is fine,” he says, before he can think better of it. 


Nobody in the office calls him Aleksander and it’s strange to tell her to do so. But he can’t 
bear hearing the coldness, the lack of familiarity of his title, said in her voice. Not when what 
he’s really craving is her moaning the other names she had for him. Aleksander seems a fair 
compromise, as ill-advised as it might be. 


If Alina thinks anything of it, she doesn’t say. She only nods in return. “Aleksander.” 


“T heard about the accident. I hope your recovery is going well.” 


“Tt is, thank you. I’m not sure if anyone told you, but...well, I lost my memories from the last 
year.” She shakes her head at herself. “I know it sounds insane, like—” 


“Genya told me,” he assures her. “Which is why I hope you’re taking your time settling in 
again, and why I’m not sure why you’re here at nearly 8 p.m.” 


Alina’s eyes widen again. “It’s that late?” she asks, turning to look at the time on her 
computer screen as if she doesn’t believe him. He loves this part of her—the way she seems 
to lose touch with reality when she’s absorbed in a task or something she’s passionate about. 
“T didn’t realize,” she says, looking up at him again. 


“Hopefully Zoya isn’t working you too hard already,” he says, a bit pointedly despite his best 
efforts. 


“No, definitely not,” Alina immediately denies. “Not at all, I just—I’m eager to catch up.” 
“You will.” 


She nods, biting down on her lip, like she wants to say more. But she doesn’t, because he 
isn’t Aleksander to her, no matter if he tells her to call him that. He is Mr. Morozova, her cold 
boss who she has had less than three one-on-one conversations with. 


“How are you getting home?” 
“Oh, Nina has been driving me but I’m taking the bus tonight.” 
“Tt’s late to be taking the bus alone.” 


Alina raises her brow, as if fighting her own amusement. “T’ll be alright—I do remember how 
the bus system works.” 


“T’ll give you a ride,” he finds himself offering. “TI insist.” 
“Oh, but...” she trails off, glancing back at her computer screen. 
“That can certainly wait until the morning.” 


Alina looks up at him again, quiet for a beat, as if he might disappear if she waits long 
enough. “Okay,” she finally agrees. She shuts off her computer and gathers her things. He 
fights the urge to help her into her jacket. 


“T hope it’s not too much trouble,” she prompts as they ride down the elevator to the garage. 


“Not at all,” he assures her. Say something more , his heart screams at him, but he has already 
begun the process of burying it once more. He needs to move on and he cannot continue to 
indulge his every whim with Alina if he wants to do that. 


He’s leading her to his black Mercedes, through the parking garage, when it dawns on him— 
just how insensitive he’s been. Just how thoughtless he’s been. 


“I’m sorry,” he says, stopping at once. “I—I hope I didn’t make you uncomfortable with the 
ride offer.” She doesn’t know him at all and he holds a position of power over her. Maybe 
she’s frightened and feels she can’t refuse him. “If you would rather take the bus, that’s 
alright. You’ll have to forgive me, I wasn’t thinking.” 


Alina tilts her head at him, as if she’s examining a new species, before shaking her head. “I’m 
not uncomfortable. But thank you for saying so.” 


Aleksander only gives her a curt nod before he continues walking. He’s acting so strange, 
like a complete idiot. He is not acting like the CEO of a company that tops the Fortune 500 
list, like the man who takes what he wants, when he wants. He is not acting like himself. Or 
maybe, he is acting like more of himself, like he always does with Alina. He isn’t sure. He 
doesn’t want to know. 


Both of them are quiet as they pull onto the street. 
“Do you need my address?” she prompts. 


“Right, of course,” he says. He knows the route to her apartment already. He’s memorized it. 
“You can put it in the GPS,” he says anyway. 


The sounds of the city vibrate around them and the space in the car seems to shrink the longer 
they drive in silence. This might be the most masochistic thing he’s ever done. He has to sit 
here, like he hasn’t fucked her in this very car. Like he didn’t used to drive with his hand on 
her leg, teasing her as he drifted it higher and higher between her legs. He takes a deep 
breath, trying to stop his cock from growing hard at an embarrassingly quick rate. 


“You really think I'll catch up?” she asks, out of the blue. Before he can even answer, she 
barrels ahead. “I’m sorry, I don’t know why I said that. I know you were just being nice, you 
don’t even know—” 


“IT know you will,” he assures her. “I wasn’t being kind. I am not in the practice of being kind 
if | am not being genuine. I know your work well, even if you don’t remember it. I have seen 
your drive and your passion. I know you will catch up.” 


When she doesn’t answer, he glances at her in the dark car. The streetlights they pass 
illuminate different parts of her, too fast for him to really see her. She is still just out of reach. 


“My friends—they mentioned I worked on a big project.” 


He nods, hand tightening on the wheel. “I wanted to do a brand overhaul. You designed our 
new logo, our website, our...you did a lot, and you did an amazing job.” 


“Thank you,” she murmurs. “I guess,” she adds. “To be honest, it doesn’t feel like it was me 
who did that. It feels strange taking the credit.” 


“You're still you,” he tells her, flicking on his signal a second before the GPS tells him to 
turn right. “You’ll catch up.” 


She nods, but he isn’t sure she believes him. 


“You worked closely with me on the project,” he can’t help but add. He feels a strange sort of 
desperation for her to realize her worth. It’s more than that though. He wants her to know 
they were more than whatever they are now, even if he can’t tell her most of it. “I saw you in 
action and I was incredibly impressed.” 


“We worked together?” she questions. “On the project.” 


He nods. “I’m a bit of a control freak, when it comes to my company,” he admits. “I wanted 
to be directly involved in the process of redeveloping our brand.” 


He waits for her to say more, but she doesn’t. She looks out the window the rest of the five 
minute drive to her apartment, seemingly lost in thought. 


“Thank you again,” she says as he pulls over in front of her building. “I really appreciate it.” 
“Of course. Get some rest.” 


She offers a smile that doesn’t quite meet her eyes before ducking out of the car, closing the 
door behind her. He watches her walk into the building, waiting until the light in her 
apartment switches on before putting the car in drive. He has the distinct feeling of losing her 
all over again, just like the last time he pulled away from this building. 
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“Please,” Nina begs, sitting perched on Alina’s desk. “You have to come—it’s been over a 
month since you’ve been back and you still haven’t come out with us. Besides, didn’t the 
doctor say familiar activities might spark some memories?” 


Alina sighs as she tilts her head at Nina, silently begging her to let it rest. Nina only mimics 
her and raises her brow. Everyone—from her doctors to her friends—have been telling her 
the same thing, but Alina hasn’t had any luck. No matter how many so-called “familiar” 
activities she engages in, nothing comes back to her. The closest she felt to remembering 
something was that flicker of a memory on her first night back in her apartment, of the man 
in the shower with her. She isn’t convinced that’s even a real memory though. It was hazy 
enough that it very well could have been her mind playing tricks on her—especially since it 
was so soon after the head injury. 


“If I go,” Alina concedes, speaking slowly. “Do you promise not to have a fit if I leave after 
an hour or so?” 


“You'll be having too much fun to leave after only an hour.” 
“Nina.” 
“Fine,” Nina agrees, although not without pouting her red-painted lips. 


The truth is, Alina isn’t really opposed to hanging out with her new friends right now, it’s the 
alcohol that has her hesitating—in more ways than one. For one, she has to explain why she 
isn’t drinking, even though her friends will probably understand her choice not to, given the 
recent head injury. What she’s most concerned about is the bouts of morning sickness she’s 
been experiencing. Unfortunately, the symptom has been misnamed and she feels ill in the 
evenings as much as she does during the morning. She’s almost certain that the smell of 
alcohol will send her running to the bathroom. Still, these excuses are all the more reason 
why she needs to tell her friends soon anyway. She’II be four months along next week and 
she has to say something before she starts to show. 


“Alright then, it’s settled,” Alina agrees. “Now let me get back to work or I won’t be able to 
leave on time.” 


Once Nina is gone, Alina prepares to return to the project Zoya assigned her—something 
simple, not unlike where she started over a year ago. Before she can turn back towards her 
computer, Mr. Morozova walks out of his office and catches her eye. She can’t help but stare, 
remembering the strangeness of him driving her home a month ago. He’s a hard man to get a 
read on—there is a coldness to him in some ways, but with the spark of something 
underneath it that she doesn’t understand. It makes her want to know him all the more, but 
she knows that’s both unlikely and inappropriate. No matter the professional relationship they 
had last year—the one she doesn’t even remember—it’s not like she can ever truly call the 
CEO of the company her friend. 


Alina is still looking in his direction when he looks over at her, as if sensing her gaze. She 
spins in her chair so quickly that she hits her leg on the filing cabinet under her desk. 
Muttering a curse, she turns to stare intently at her computer screen and pretends to read. 


“Ms. Starkov?” 


Alina slowly turns to find Mr. Morozova behind her. If she didn’t know any better, she’d 
think he seems nearly amused, but the mask he wears is too practiced for her to tell. 


“Mr. Morozova,” she greets him. He told her to call him Aleksander last time, which she 
found odd. He doesn’t correct her this time. Whether that’s because he doesn’t remember his 
previous command or because he realized the strangeness of it, she does not know. 


“How are you settling back in?” he asks. 


“Great, everything is great,” Alina hurriedly responds. He raises his brow at her. “I just 
mean,” she continues, “Zoya has been great about easing me back in. I think some of it is 
even returning in the form of muscle memory, in a sense, which is great...” she trails off, 
halting her rambling. 


There is a beat of silence before Mr. Morozova seems to realize she doesn’t intend to say 
more. “Good, I’m glad. Your well-being comes first, and I wanted to make that clear.” 


Alina swallows. The conviction in which he says it is odd coming from the CEO. Even if he 
is a decent man and boss, she can’t help but wonder why he isn’t more concerned about the 
company and how much money she makes him. 


Most of her life has been some version of that—her value to others being shaped by what she 
could give them. With her foster parents, she was a source of income. In school, her teachers 

seemed to appreciate her ability to remain the quiet girl in the back of the class more than the 
content of her work. Even with Mal, they both served a purpose for one another—curbing the 
sharp bite of loneliness in a world where nothing had ever been given freely. 


“Understood,” Alina answers. “I—I’m going to happy hour tonight,” she adds, remembering 
their last conversation at her desk. As soon as the words leave her mouth, she realizes how 


ridiculous it is to think that he’Il be pleased or even care at all. Even so, before she can take it 
back, Mr. Morozova smiles at her. 


“That’s great. I was thinking about stopping by for this one, so maybe I’II see you there.” 


Alina nods and Mr. Morozova offers one in return before walking away. She moves to turn 
back towards her computer, but physically startles when she catches Inej out of the corner of 
her eye, staring at her from a few feet away. 


“Jesus,” Alina laughs, her hand to her chest. 


Inej offers a sheepish smile before walking over and leaning against her cubicle wall. “Sorry, 
I didn’t want to interrupt.” 


“Mr. Morozova has been really kind about all... well, about my situation,” Alina tells her, 
unsure of what else to say. 


Inej only nods. In the short amount of time Alina has called the other woman a friend, she’s 
already realized that beneath her quiet manner is a world of knowledge. There doesn’t seem 
to be anything in the entire company that Inej isn’t aware of, which is probably why she’s 
such a valuable asset to Kaz Brekker’s team. Still, as her friend, it can be unsettling— 
especially for Alina, who doesn’t know or remember anything. 


“Nina said you’re coming tonight,” Inej prompts. “It should be a lot of fun.” 
Alina laughs. “News travels fast.” 


Inej’s smile widens. “Don’t worry, Wylan and I won’t let Nina or Jesper bully you into 
staying later or drinking more than you want.” 


“Good, I think I’ll need the help. Saying no to Nina is no easy task.” 
“It gets easier the more you do it,” Inej says with a wink. “T’Il see you tonight.” 
=+00=-+ 


Alina clutches her club soda with lime, looking around the crowded bar and hoping she’s 
putting on a convincing show of having fun. It’s not that she’s not having fun with her 
friends. In fact, she’s surprised at how quickly she’s grown close to this group and finds it 
easy to believe how she became such close friends with them last year. It’s only that she was 
right about the smell of alcohol and more than that, she’s exhausted . At first, she thought her 
fatigue was due to the accident. It’s quickly becoming apparent that it has more to do with her 
pregnancy. 


“Okayy,” Jesper calls as he walks over to them, holding three shots. Wylan is trailing behind 
him with two. “Tequila,” he sings, handing them out. 


“Oh, I don’t want one,” Alina says, lifting her club soda like a shield. 


“Oh c’mon,” Jesper argues. “You love tequila shots, you—” 


“Would you leave it alone?” she snaps. “I shouldn’t need a reason not to take a shot and I said 
I don’t want one.” 


Silence encompasses the group for a beat before Inej speaks up. “She’s right. Knock it off, 
Jes.” 


“Hey, I’m sorry,” Jesper starts, rubbing the back of his neck. “I didn’t mean to be a dick, I 
just—I guess I thought a fun distraction might be in order.” 


Alina takes a deep breath, reminding herself of all the things they don’t know or understand. 
Maybe that would be the case if she wasn’t pregnant. Maybe she would want to drown her 
problems in tequila shots like Jesper often does. 


“Tt’s alright,” Alina says. “I’m going to run to the bathroom though,” she adds. “Will you 
hold this?” she asks, offering her drink to Nina. 


Nina nods wordlessly as she takes the drink and Alina doesn’t wait for an answer before she 
bolts. She feels so hopelessly alone and can’t help the tears that fill her eyes as she pushes 
open the door to the women's bathroom. Thankfully, no one else is in here. She stands in 
front of the mirror over the sink, wiping under her eyes. It startles her when Inej walks in a 
moment later. 


“Hey, are you alright?” 


Alina straightens, furiously wiping at her cheeks and turning away from her friend. “Yeah, 
I’m sorry. I overreacted, I’m just—” 


“T understand.” 
Alina shakes her head, sniffling as she reaches for a paper towel. ““You can’t possibly.” 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...I just...” 


It’s only at this moment that Alina realizes her friend might be holding something back from 
her. “Do you know something?” she asks. 


Alina stares at Inej, who she is supposed to trust as a close friend. She still wants to trust her, 
but more than ever, she needs honesty. This moment will determine if her new friend is 
worthy of that trust. 


Inej looks down at the ground for a beat before looking back up at her. “I know you’re 
pregnant,” she admits. 


Alina’s chest tightens. “Why didn’t you say something?” 
“T... because I knew, before the accident. I didn’t know how to tell you, and, well—” 


The bathroom door swings open and Ine] instantly turns around to face the incoming woman. 
“Go,” she commands, her words barely above a whisper. The other woman, clearly tipsy, 


leaves with wide eyes. Alina can’t help but bite down on a smile, even with the seriousness of 
the moment. She waits until the door is closed again before speaking. 


“T just need you to be honest with me,” Alina says. “I’m already in the dark about so much 
and...and I am pregnant, except I have no idea how that came to be.” 


Inej quirks an amused brow and Alina rolls her eyes. “You know what I mean,” she adds. 


Inej’s steady brown eyes take her in before she speaks. “I know a lot of things about what 
happens in the office. It’s my job to know, and to report back to Kaz, but I need you to know 
this is one thing I didn’t tell Kaz about because of how important your friendship is to me. 
But...the reason I didn’t tell you that I knew about the pregnancy before the accident is 
because we argued about it.” 


“Why would we argue about it?” 
“Because you were sleeping with someone older, someone...someone married, I think.” 
Alina balks at her. “Who—” 


“T truly don’t know. I only know that he was married and I...I was trying to protect you, I 
guess. I know what it means to be taken advantage of by someone older, someone in a 
position of power, someone—” 


“Do you mean Kaz?” 


To Alina’s surprise, Inej laughs. “God, no. Kaz is...well, he is my boss, but no. That’s not 
who I meant.” She pauses, swallowing. “Anyway, you didn’t want to hear what I had to say 
and I realize now that it wasn’t my place to say anything anyway. I—and everyone else—just 
want to be here for you, in whatever way we can.” 


Tears prick Alina’s eyes again and she lets go of the sink that she was gripping tightly. “It 
sounds like you were being a good friend and I was just being an idiot.” 


“The heart turns the best of us into idiots.” 
Alina’s smile does not quite reach her eyes. “How did you know?” 


“T noticed you sneaking around and it was clear you were hiding something, or rather, 
someone . | didn’t understand why you wouldn’t tell us unless there was something to hide— 
your relationship with Mal was already long over at this point. At work one day, about three 
weeks before the accident, I noticed you were upset. I... well, I followed you into the 
bathroom and found you crying,” she finishes, smiling wryly. 


Alina exhales a watery laugh. “How cute—sounds like we have a bit.” 


Inej smiles again before continuing. “It was then you confided in me that you were pregnant 
and when I asked about the father, you seemed to think that he wouldn’t take it well, but you 
wouldn’t tell me who it was. I asked if he was married and you didn’t deny it. When I tried to 
find out more, you were defensive. That’s all I know.” 


Alina swallows thickly, tears building in her throat once more. Inej takes two cautious steps 
forward before pulling her into a hug. Alina barely knows this woman, or at least doesn’t 
remember knowing her, but their friendship must run bone deep. Her embrace feels as 
familiar as anything, her scent comforting and her arms warm. 


“Thank you,” Alina whispers once she pulls away. 


“Who you tell and what you tell them is all up to you, but I want you to know—since you 
don’t remember—that our friends will be supportive. We all just want to be here for you, in 
whatever way we can. Even if our attempts are...misguided at best.” 


Alina laughs. “T’Il tell them soon—this weekend, maybe. I won’t be able to hide it much 
longer anyway.” 


Inej nods. “So you...you’re keeping the baby?” 


Alina nods. “I don’t know the reasons for much in my life anymore. I don’t know the reasons 
behind the decisions I made that led to what my life is now, but as it stands, I feel like all I 
can do is trust my gut with these things. It feels right—I can’t explain it, but it feels like what 
I would have wanted, if I still had my memories.” 


Inej nods again. 


“Do you...” Alina starts. “You said you know things, that you’re good at finding out things. 
Do you think you can help me find out who the father is?” 


“Well, I couldn’t find out when I tried months ago, when you were still seeing him, so unless 
there’s some physical trace of him left—texts, notes, something in your apartment...I’m not 
sure. I can try though, if you want me to.” 


“T do,” Alina tells her. “For better or worse, I need to know who he is in order to move on.” 
=“O0== 


Alina wraps her arms around her as she walks outside, the blazer she wore this morning 
doing little to protect her from the blast of frosty air that hits her as soon as the bar door 
opens. The warm air this morning was only a tease and apparently they aren’t free from 
winter quite yet. She shivers as she checks the status of her Uber, noting that it’s still ten 
minutes away. She should go back inside and wait, but she isn’t eager to return to her friends 
after the awkward goodbye they shared. She wants to tell them everything soon, but tonight 
isn’t the night. 


“You're not wearing a coat.” 


It sounds more like an accusation than an observation and Alina turns to find Mr. Morozova a 
few feet away, a lit cigarette between his fingers. She’d forgotten that he said he might come 
out tonight and she didn’t even notice him inside. 


“T’m fine,” Alina lies, trying her best not to let her teeth chatter. “My ride will be here soon.” 


He shakes his head, placing the cigarette between his lips and shrugging off his coat as he 
walks over to her. 


“T insist,” he says, handing it to her. 
“Oh, I—I couldn’t.” 


The same amused expression she noticed before appears once again. She doesn’t know what 
to make of it. “You can and you will,” he replies, holding the coat open for her. “You’re 
shaking.” 


“T’ll bring it back to the office tomorrow,” Alina concedes—in part because she feels strange 
refusing him and in part because she truly is freezing. He helps her into his expensive black 
peacoat and she immediately wraps it around herself. It’s big enough that she’s swimming in 
it. It feels more akin to a blanket than a winter coat. 


He steps forward to stand beside her and inhales a drag off his cigarette, turning away from 
her before he exhales. Despite their silence, she can’t help but think that standing outside 
with her boss, while wearing his coat, should feel more awkward than it does. 


“Did you have fun?” he asks. 
Alina nods. “I did.” Another lie. 
“But you’re leaving early?” 


“Just tired, is all,” she explains, hugging the coat tighter and taking a deep breath. “I—” For a 
moment, she feels it again for the first time since the shower. That spark of familiarity, of 
some memory or piece of knowledge, just outside her reach. 


“Yes?” 


Alina tries to shake off the strange feeling. “I didn’t see you in there,” she stutters. She 
wishes she was alone. Maybe if she didn’t have any distractions, she could fan this spark of a 
memory into a flame—something tangible and recognizable. 


He hums, quiet for a moment before speaking. “Employees don’t tend to appreciate the 
boss’s presence, so I try to keep my distance. Genya usually forces her poor husband David 
to make small talk with me.” 


Alina can’t help but smile. She met David tonight and he seemed incredibly nice, but the 
thought of him trying to entertain her stoic boss is amusing. 


“Then why go at all?” she asks. “Not that—not that we don’t want you here,” she stammers. 


The amusement in his eyes returns and his lips twist into something just short of a smile 
before he straightens and his mask slides into place once more. “There was someone I wanted 
to keep an eye on tonight.” 


Alina raises her brow at that, wondering which one of her fellow employees did something to 
warrant their CEO’s attention. Before she has a chance to respond, her Uber pulls up to the 
curb. 


“Are you sure—” she starts, already moving to take off the coat. 


He shakes his head. “I insist,” he tells her, pushing it back onto her shoulders. “Get home 
safe.” 


Alina nods again, offering a smile before she hurries over to the Uber. She waits until the car 
is driving away before she brings the collar of his coat to her nose and inhales. A hint of 
cigarette smoke and patchouli, cedarwood like one of her favorite candle scents. Maybe that’s 
why the scent of it evokes a strange warmth in her. She hugs the coat tighter, letting it 
comfort her even though she doesn’t understand the meaning of it. 


When she walks into her apartment, she kicks off her heels and falls onto her bed. It’s a bad 
decision, given that she isn’t sure she’ll have the energy to get up again. With a groan, she 
rolls over and reaches for her phone. Before she forces herself to get in the shower, she asks 
her friends to meet her for breakfast on Saturday. She tells them that she has news to share. 


--00-- 


“To be honest,” Nina says, talking around a mouthful of waffles. “I’m not sure what you can 
possibly tell us that will top amnesia and losing a year of your life.” 


Alina twists her hands under the table. She senses Inej beside her and feels grateful that 
there’s at least one other person here who she won’t have to explain anything to. 


“Well, it kind of does top that,” Alina answers. She takes a deep breath before she forces 
herself to say it. It’s only at this moment that she realizes how few times she’s actually said 
the words aloud. “I’m pregnant.” 


Wylan’s fork drops from his hand and clatters onto the table. 
Jesper leans forward with wide eyes, slamming both his hands on the table. “Pregnant?” 


Alina takes another deep breath. She doesn’t know if it’s the stress or the morning sickness 
getting to her, but she suddenly feels nauseous. It’s not that she thinks her friends won’t be 
supportive, but each new person she tells is another step forward on this path of no return. 
With each step forward, it all becomes more real. Of course, it’s more than that too. One of 
her other friends might know something more about who the father is. That would technically 
be a good thing, but she feels ill-prepared for such a revelation. 


“Yes—which is why I overreacted last night, so I’m sorry for that.” 
Nina waves her off. “Like that matters. You’re pregnant ?” 


Alina exhales a laugh. “I wish I had more to tell. When I woke up in the hospital, the doctor 
told me that I was nine weeks along. But I have no idea who the father is, only that it isn’t 
Mal. There’s nothing in my apartment, or text messages, or any clues at all. In fact...I was 


hoping that you guys might know something I don’t. But...that’s all really beside the point. I 
might never know who the father is, but I’m having this baby and I wanted you guys to be the 
first to know.” 


Everyone is quiet for a moment, until Nina reaches across the table to place her hand over 
Alina’s. 


“Hey, we’ve got your back,” she tells her. 
“Whatever you need,” Wylan eagerly adds. 
Inej nods. “Babysitting, or—” 


“Speak for yourself with that one,” Jesper says. Inej glares at him, and for once, Jesper seems 
to understand the seriousness of the situation. “I was just kidding,” he quickly adds. 
“Anything you need, we’re there. Although if we are going to babysit, I’ve got to warn you 
that I don’t know a damn thing about babies.” 


Alina’s responding laugh is watery as she tries to swallow fresh tears. “Well, that makes two 
of us.” 


Thankfully, her friends are graceful enough to not acknowledge her tears, nor do they 
mention the way that her throat cracks when she thanks them. For the first time since she 
woke up in this new world, she feels a huge weight lifted off her chest. 


--00-- 


Aleksander calls for Genya to enter when he hears the knock on his door. He doesn’t question 
whether it’s her—she brings him his morning reports at 8:00 a.m. every morning like 
clockwork. He doesn’t glance up at her when she sets the folder down on his desk and 
mumbles a thanks to her. It’s only Wednesday and he doesn’t know how the week has already 
gotten away from him. At least the heavy workload acts as a needed distraction. 


“Mr. Morozova.” 
“Yes, I see it.” 
“T just—” 


Genya goes silent when Aleksander stares up at her, his irritation at the interruption only 
thinly veiled. “Yes?” 


She narrows her eyes at him, being one of the few employees that can get away with it. “I 
just wanted to let you know that there’s a copy of an HR request for an employee’s maternity 
leave in this morning’s report.” 


He quirks a brow. “And since when do those belong on my desk?” 


Genya tenses. “I wanted to make sure you were informed, is all. Let me know when you need 
a coffee refill.” 


She spins on her heel and walks out of the room, the door to his office softly clicking closed 
behind her. It’s curiosity more than anything that prompts him to abandon what he’s working 
on and open the folder. He leans forward, head in his hand and tapping his fingers along his 
jaw as he flips through the pages. When he gets to the HR request, he pulls it out and leans 
back in his chair, eyes scanning the page. He doesn’t understand Genya’s meaning until his 
eyes land on the name at the bottom of the page. 


Alina Starkov. 


Aleksander freezes, ice running through his veins as his stomach drops. The breath leaves 
him in a rush and he drops the paper on the desk, leaning forward as he tries to think straight. 
Alina... his Alina, is pregnant. He looks down at the paper again and looks at the requested 
start date of her maternity leave—four months from now. Then it’s...well it’s probably... 
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He grips the edge of his desk, head spinning. His mind somehow feels both blank and 
buzzing with every thought in the world as a cold sweat washes over him. Shoving the paper 
back in the folder, he stands and leaves his office. Genya doesn’t ask where he’s going. He 
wouldn’t know what to tell her if she did. 


--00-- 


Aleksander sways on unsteady feet as he pounds on the door. His lips taste of whiskey and he 
didn’t bother buttoning his coat on the long walk over from the bar, but his blood is still 
burning from the alcohol and he feels warm enough. He doesn’t know if ten seconds or ten 
minutes have passed, but he pounds on the door again for good measure. Moments later, it 
swings open, revealing his ex-wife’s face, which seems to be splitting into two. Two Ludas 
might be more than he bargained for. 


“Are you fucking kidding me, Aleks?” 
“Luda,” he slurs. “I need—I need—I fucked up.” 


He waits and watches as the fight in her seems to dissolve. After a beat, she rolls her eyes and 
grabs him by his shirt. “Get in here,” she says, dragging him into her townhouse and shutting 
the door. “You’re letting all the cold air in.” 


“T...fuck.” He runs his hands through his hair, blinking a few times as he tries to see straight. 
When she shakes her head at him, he sees double again. 


“Kitchen,” she demands, pushing him forward. 


He’s only been to her new place once, when he dropped off a few things she left behind in the 
apartment, but he remembers the layout well enough. He lets her guide him down the hallway 
and into a bright kitchen that makes him squint. 


“Sit,” she commands, pushing him none-too-gently into one of the bar stools at the island. He 
sways once he sits down. “You’re a goddamn mess,” she comments, picking up the kettle off 
the stove and filling it with water. 


He says nothing, watching her as the water runs and as she places it back on the stove and 
lights it. He feels a strange sort of affection for her in the moment—the kind you feel for the 
simplicity of childhood. It’s nostalgia for a moment in time you can’t return to, and don’t 
really even want to return to, but that you reach for when things are falling apart. It’s the sort 
of content feeling that works well enough before you learn what true happiness feels like. He 
never thought he would agree with such a sentiment, but he’s sure of it now—ignorance is 
bliss. 


“Tsn’t this Alina’s job now?” she asks, filling a glass of water for him. She walks over to the 
kitchen island, standing across from him and sliding him the glass. He eyes it but doesn’t 
touch it. Luda leans forward on her forearms, watching him carefully. “What happened?” she 
asks, quieter this time. 


He exhales a humorless laugh. “Alina...Alina doesn’t know who I am.” 
“What is that supposed to mean?” she asks. “I don’t have time for weird metaphors.” 


“Tt’s not a fucking metaphor.” He closes his eyes for a moment, finding it harder than usual to 
focus on forming a comprehendible sentence. “She was in an accident weeks ago and has 
amnesia. She doesn’t remember a thing going back a year.” 


He looks up at Luda, meeting her dark eyes. She watches him carefully for a beat before 
responding. “Well that’s insane, and...and a lot to unpack. But that’s not why you showed up 
wasted at my house.” 


He scoffs, shaking his head. “And why isn’t that enough to make me want to get drunk off 
my ass?” 


She taps on the marble with her perfectly manicured red nails. It’s unfair to Luda, but he can’t 
help but see Alina’s instead—short and bitten, some dark polish that’s almost always 
chipped. 


“T never really understood you, Aleks—not in the way a husband and wife are supposed to 
understand one another. But I do know you, after eight years of marriage, so give me some 
credit where it’s worth.” 


He opens his mouth to respond, only to discover that he can hardly summon the words. He 
doesn’t want to say them aloud. He’s never felt fear like this before—not since he was a boy, 
when his father left and he had to learn to exist under the thumb of his paranoid and 
controlling mother. 


Luda is right though—she doesn’t understand him, just like he never really understood her. 
They never knew what to do with one another when things weren’t good and continued to 
grow apart, no matter their efforts to find each other again over the years. Alina understood 
him like Luda and no one else ever had—it’s why it was all too easy to drown in each other, 
consequences be damned. The realization only makes him miss her more. Her absence feels 
like a blade to his ribs. 


“Alina is pregnant,” he murmurs. 
2. 


He wishes he had another drink, but knows Luda won’t give him one. It’s probably why, 
subconsciously, he came here. She’s one of the few people that won’t put up with his self- 
destructive tendencies. He has no one else in his life that doesn’t consider themselves a 
subordinate to him, all of whom would give into his every whim, even when they shouldn’t. 


“She has no idea who I am to her, and has no idea that I’m the father.” 
Luda’s eyes widen and she straightens, palms flattening against the surface of the counter. 


It was unfair of him to come here, to unload on her like this. But the truth is, if he really 
thought the affair and divorce broke her heart, he would have stayed away. The truth is, his 
affair was only the final nail in the coffin of their marriage after years of slow decay. They 
had broken each other's hearts over and over again, simply by not being enough, long before 
Alina came along. He went about all of it the wrong way, hurt Luda by betraying her trust in 
a way she didn’t deserve. He regrets that, but he doesn’t regret Alina. 


The whistling of the kettle screams through the kitchen and Luda moves into action, pulling a 
mug from a cabinet and tea from another. The silence, he realizes, is not all that different 
from the sound of their home when they were still married. He doesn’t know how he never 
noticed it before. Then Alina breathed color into everything and there was no going back. 


She slides him the mug and he picks it up, taking a cautious sip. 
“Well,” she finally responds. “Do you want to be a father?” 
He scoffs. “And you claim that you know me.” 


Aleksander had never wanted children, just as Luda hadn’t. It was one of the several reasons 
he thought they were compatible all those years ago. He spent his childhood watching the 
sacrifices his mother made for him and never wanted a child to have to watch him do the 
same. When he thinks of the relationship between a parent and child, the first word that 
comes to mind is resentment . 


“Alina is different,” she points out. “That much is clear to the both of us. Neither of us 
wanted children, but you and her are certainly not you and I.” 


“There is no me and her,” he reminds her. 


“There is now,” she argues. “Whether Alina knows it or not.” She pauses, eyeing him again. 
He fights the urge to duck his head and hide from her scrutinous gaze. “What else aren’t you 
saying? There’s something more.” 


Aleksander sighs, staring at his mug as he fiddles with the tea bag. 


“She ended things,” he admits. “Weeks before the accident, she ended things. I don’t even 
know why, but our last conversation was a fight with a closed door between us. I can’t tell 
her about us and pretend as though we were a happy couple, because aside from all the 
obvious complications, she didn’t want to be together anymore. She changed her mind about 
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me. 


He looks up at Luda when she doesn’t respond and is surprised to find that she looks 
conflicted—guilty, almost. He has no idea why that would be. He’s the one who carries all 
the guilt in their relationship. 


““What—” he starts. 


“She’s still having your child,” she cuts him off. “Whether she wants to be with you or not. 
And I do know you, which is how I know that if she’s having your child, you'll take 
responsibility for that child. Now you have to think about what you want that to look like— 
whether that’s only financial support or something more. But one thing is certain, Aleks—she 
needs to know. I won’t pretend there’s any love lost between Alina and I, but it isn’t right to 
keep this from her. She deserves that much, and more importantly, the child deserves that.” 


He runs a hand down his face, inhaling another deep breath. “She’s going to hate me.” 


“Maybe,” Luda shrugs. “But you have to face the music. You were a coward not to tell me 
about Alina in the beginning. Don’t be a coward for a second time.” 


He glares up at her, but can’t find it in him to be angry with her. She’s right, after all. 
==00== 


Alina glances at Zoya’s office as she locks her computer screen. She put her doctor 
appointment on the team’s shared calendar, but she wonders if she’s supposed to remind Zoya 
or something. In the end, she doesn’t—she’s already running late and on the off chance Zoya 
cares enough to ask her what type of doctor appointment she has, she doesn’t have the time to 
have that conversation. She plans to tell her later this week, now that she already informed 
HR. 


She hurries to the elevators, hitting the down button and nervously shifting on her feet as she 
waits. As if she didn’t have enough to feel nervous about, Mr. Morozova walks over to her, 
waiting for the elevator beside her. He nods and offers a hesitant smile. She wonders if he 
acts this guarded around everyone in his life, or if it’s simply a way to maintain boundaries at 
work. He has a wife, after all. Then again, she isn’t sure giving your employee a ride home or 
giving them your coat is a shining example of work-life boundaries, so maybe she’s giving 
him too much credit. 


“Thank you again, for the coat,” she blurts, unable to stand the silence. 
“It was no bother—I have many coats.” 


Alina bites down on her lip to hide the smile that sneaks up on her. She can’t help her 
curiosity about him, or that she finds him a bit amusing. 


“Heading to lunch?” he prompts as the elevator doors open. He gestures for her to go first 
and walks in behind her. The space suddenly feels impossibly small. 


“A doctor appointment, actually.” 


She notices him stiffen out of the corner of her eye and glances over at him when he doesn’t 
respond. He swallows before finally answering. “I see.” 


Her stomach swoops nervously. Maybe he doesn’t want employees using their lunch breaks 
for appointments. Maybe she was supposed to put in an official leave request to go to an 
appointment. Maybe— 


“T’m pregnant,” she blurts. Her cheeks flush the moment the words leave her. She isn’t sure 
why she said it—maybe she suspected he’d be more sympathetic if he knew what the doctor 
appointment was for. Or maybe...she doesn’t know. “I’m sorry,” she apologizes, before he 
can respond. “That was inappropriate. I just—my appointment is for my 16 week check-up, 
and if I’m not supposed to use my lunch break for the appointments in the future, I won’t,” 
she rambles. “I just wasn’t sure—” 


The elevator doors open to the lobby and for a moment, both of them just stand there. Mr. 
Morozova moves first, stepping forward to hold open the door for her just as they begin to 
close again. 


“That’s quite alright,” he assures her as they walk through the lobby. “Employees may use 
their lunch hour however they wish.” 


Alina nods, cheeks still burning. They say nothing as they walk past the security guards and 
receptionist, and onto the bustling street. She offers a half-wave before turning left and 
walking away from him. She barely makes it three steps before he calls out to her. She turns, 
finding him right where she left him, in front of the doors. 


“Congratulations,” he tells her. “I forgot to say that.” 


She smiles genuinely at his words, both from relief that he isn’t upset with her and because it 
is the first time someone has congratulated her on the pregnancy. It’s a reminder that despite 
all of the hardships she’ll surely face trying to do this alone, it is still something to be 
celebrated. 


--00-- 


Alina holds her breath as the ultrasound technician slides the wand over her bare midriff. The 
gel is cold, but she hardly notices. Her eyes remain glued to the screen. 


This isn’t her first ultrasound, but it’s the first one she’s had since she started telling people. 
It’s the first ultrasound she’s had after having the time to begin processing all of this. It’s the 
first time she doesn’t feel numb or bewildered listening to the baby’s heartbeat. Still, because 
of all this, the loneliness she feels is sharper. 


Alina never thought much about having children. It was never something she actively 
dreamed of, nor was it something she had crossed off as a possibility. But she assumed if she 
did have a child, she would have Mal by her side through it all. Instead, she has no one. Inej 
hasn’t had any luck in the last week finding any clues, but even if Alina suddenly discovers 
who the father is, there’s no guarantee that he’ll be in this room with her or that he’ want 
anything to do with the baby. She supposes that she could have asked any of her friends to 


join her, but she isn’t sure she really wants them here. Maybe in the future she’ll ask one of 
them, but it all feels too raw and private at the moment. 


Despite it all, Alina smiles when she hears the heartbeat. The doctor comes in shortly after. 
“Everything looks great, Alina,” she says with a smile. “Do you have any questions?” 


Alina hesitates. She probably should have questions, but everything has happened so fast. 
She doesn’t even know what she doesn’t know. Familiar anxiety prickles under her skin. 


“T don’t think so,” she answers. “Not today.” 


The entire bus ride back to the office, Alina ruminates over all of the things she’Il have to do 
alone. She needs to stop putting things off—she needs to buy books, and make lists. If there 

is one thing she is sure of, it’s that she will give her own child the family and childhood that 

was ripped from her all too soon. 


--00-- 


Alina spends her night organizing her apartment and trying to decide what she’s going to get 
rid of to make room for the baby. She can’t fathom the stress of moving right now, nor does 
she have that much stuff to begin with, so staying put seems like the best option. Eventually 
she tires, leaving her apartment in a state of chaos before dragging herself to the bathroom to 
brush her teeth. 


In the darkness of her room, as she tosses under her blankets, her stray thoughts keep 
stubbornly drifting back to Mr. Morozova. Their interactions have been minimal, but as her 
eyes drift to his jacket, still draped over her kitchen chair, she can’t help but remain curious 
about him. She knows it’s foolish of her—she’s intrigued about a mysterious man, is all. 
What woman isn’t tempted by that? Maybe it’s because the only person that she’s been with 
—besides her child’s mystery father, of course—is someone who was the opposite of a 


mystery. 


Mal was someone she knew inside and out, which is why they worked for so long. They were 
comfort, they were stability in a world that was anything but stable for them. But even now, 
as she misses him and as her loneliness digs its nails into the most vulnerable pieces of her, 
she knows that what they had wasn’t the kind of love that lasts. 


Eventually, her eyes do grow heavy and she gives way to sleep, her worries dissolving into 
the night. 


“That 8 it, love,” he says. His voice is gentle, contrasting with the tight grip he has on her 
wrists that are pinned above her. She moans, arching towards him, trying to take the three 
fingers he thrusting into her even deeper. 


“Please,” she begs. His lips trail down her neck before returning to hover over her ear. 
“Aleks, please.” 


He rises slightly, releasing her wrists so that he can balance on his hand, placed next to her 
head. His fingers slow to a teasing pace that makes her ache. Shes on the verge of tears as 
his thumb works her clit. 


“What did you call me?” 


His dark eyes are wild, his hair a mess from the way she was tugging at it earlier. She loves 
seeing him like this—not the put together man in the suit, but the man with undeterred, 
animalistic desire clear as day on his face. 
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She gasps when he curls his fingers into her. “I asked you a question.’ 
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“Daddy,” she whimpers, remembering herself. “Please—let me come.’ 


“Good girl,” he coos, leaning down to suck a mark onto her neck. This part is new—she still 
has to hide the mark with makeup, but she can allow it, because she no longer needs to hide 
it from Mal. She pushes down the residual guilt and relishes in the pleasure the gesture brings 
the both of them. “Come for me,” he commands. “Come for Daddy.” 


He expertly strokes her in a way that makes her hate his ex-wife, as unfair as that is. It makes 
her hate every other woman that he touched, even as she reaps the benefits of his practiced 
skill. He was never supposed to be anyone 8 but hers. 


The tight ball of pleasure in her low abdomen begins to uncoil. Aleks pins her wrists above 
her head again, the weight of him heavy as his fingers work faster. Sparks of heat flicker 
through her veins and her moans grow long and drawn-out. She tries to arch even closer to 
him, but she can t move, which only makes her wetter. 


“Dirty girl,” he chuckles against her throat. “You love it when I hold you down. Don t you, 
baby?” 


At last, the rush of pleasure floods from her core and to every limb. 


“Daddy!” she calls out, clinging to him, toes curling. A tear trickles down her cheek and 
Aleks kisses it away, his fingers slowing but not leaving her. He holds her like that, 
occasionally kissing her, until her breath steadies. 


“Alina?” 


Alina wakes with a start, gasping for air. She’s immediately aware of the throbbing between 
her legs, the wetness that has ruined her underwear. She feels right on the edge and doesn’t 
think before she pulls a pillow between her legs and chases release. She’s panting as a sheen 
of sweat coats her forehead, images of Mr. Morozova still tattooed on her consciousness. She 
cries out when she comes, just like in her dream, stilling as the tingling pleasure washing 
over her body fades. 


Her mind is spinning as she removes the pillow and rolls onto her back. She’s completely lost 
her mind, fantasizing about her boss in this way. She tells herself it doesn’t mean anything. 
She’s been told that she’ll have an increased sex drive during her second trimester, and she’s 


lonely, and he’s shown her an ounce of attention. It’s only because he was on her mind when 
she fell asleep. 


It doesn’t mean anything at all. 
==00== 


Aleksander sees Alina from a distance as he heads towards his office. It’s later than he 
usually comes into the office, but he’s been sleeping terribly. Alina is standing next to 
Jesper’s desk, laughing at something. His chest tightens at the sight of her carefree smile. He 
can’t stop his gaze from drifting to her stomach, wondering if she might be showing already, 
but the sweater she’s wearing expertly hides it if she is. 


He’s truly awful. Despite his guilt over the situation, he feels a sick sort of satisfaction 
knowing that Alina is carrying a piece of him. Soon enough, she’!l begin to show, and 
evidence of what he did to her will be on display for everyone. Even if no one knows the 
child is his, he feels a dangerous pleasure in it being true all the same. But the pleasure never 
lasts—not when the reality of their situation sinks in. 


He doesn’t realize that he stopped walking until Alina looks over at him. Despite him being 
the one caught staring, her cheeks blush deep enough that he can see it from a distance. She 
turns away, towards Jesper again, before he can so much as wave. He walks away at a brisk 
pace, hoping no one else noticed him. 


“Coffee?” Genya asks as he walks past her desk. 
“Please,” he answers, retreating to his office and shutting the door behind him. 


Luda’s words echo in his mind as he sits down at his desk, turning to face the floor-to-ceiling 
windows that overlook the city. 


Don t be a coward for a second time. 


But he is a coward. If he wasn’t, he would have come clean immediately. The truth is that he 
would rather Alina be a stranger to him than despise him. He doesn’t know if he can live with 
that. Shell see him as the villain in her story, because she won’t have the memories of her 
own part in this. She’!l hate him for what they did. 


He turns towards the front of his office once more, his thoughts clouding with memories that 
have dug their claws into his heart. 


“IT don t know about this one,” he tells her, pointing at the first design on his screen. 


Alina leans closer, hovering behind him, where he’s seated at his desk. The perfume shes 
wearing isn t the light floral or citrus scent that he expected from a woman like her. Its 
something heavier instead, something tempting—sandalwood and a faint hint of vanilla, with 
something smoky too. 


“And what's wrong with it?” 


She sounds entirely polite, but he isn t so dense that he cannot sense her irritation. This is the 
third design that he’s rejected, while giving her little to no direction. He has held onto the 
idea that he’ll know what he wants when he sees it, which is entirely unhelpful. He would be 
irritated too. 


“Tt needs, I think—” He hums, looking closer again. “The company’s logo has always been a 
moon, but I want something more than a new iteration or color. I want something that shows 
the company s growth, something with balance, or...I’m sorry.” 


“Don t be sorry.” Her voice is so chipper that he is certain it is not genuine. He spins in his 
chair to look up at her. 


‘T’m being difficult,” he says. “I apologize.” 
“No, no—I’m sorry. This is your company, and I just—I want to succeed, is all. Maybe you 
should have someone more senior lead this project.” 


“No, I’ve seen your work. You’re what I want, what I need.” Her cheeks flush and he 
swallows, realizing how that sounded. “I believe you have what it takes, I mean, ” he 
clarifies. It’s true—he ’ not trying to make her feel better. He doesnt think he’s ever hired an 
employee with such an impressive portfolio before, especially someone with such little 
experience. She has the talent and potential, and at his company, she can build the skill. 


‘T'll try again,” she says, straightening and rolling her shoulders back. He doesnt know if 
her posturing is subconscious, but he clenches his jaw to prevent his amusement from 
showing. Her determination is admirable. 
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“Very good,” he agrees. “Let's meet Friday, and we can discuss this more.’ 
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“T'll be ready,” she promises, gathering her things. “I promise.’ 


The sound of the coffee mug on his walnut desk rips him from his reverie. He looks up to 
find Genya standing in front of his desk. 


“Ts there anything else I can get you?” 


She’s being more gentle than usual with him, a reminder that she knows too much. His eyes 
sweep over her face in a way that he hopes unnerves her—a warning, he supposes, or a 
reminder of his power. 


“T trust you know better than to breathe a word of it to anyone,” he warns, abandoning all 
pretense. 


He feels a little badly about the thinly veiled threat, especially since he is fairly certain that he 
can trust her—certainly more so than most people in his life. But it has to be said anyway. He 
won’t let some naive trust in Genya lead to Alina being hurt in any way. 


She nods, her expression giving nothing away. He is impressed by how controlled her own 
mask is—something they have in common. “Of course, Sir.” 


He nods, picking up his mug. “You may go.” 
=-90== 


Alina wakes with a start, but not for the same reason as two nights ago. As she stares into the 
dark, the shadows of her dream that came to her in the form of her first foster mother, haunt 
her subconscious. She throws her blankets off and turns on the lights, even though it’s past 
midnight. She won’t be able to sleep now anyway. 


It’s far from the first time these nightmares have shown their face, but she’s had few since the 
accident—probably because of everything else she’s been stressed about. These nightmares 
always come back eventually though, like clockwork. 


When she was still with Mal and these ghosts visited her in the depths of night, she would 
crawl out of bed and move to the couch, sitting alone in the dark while she recovered. She 
knows Mal occasionally did the same, and it only now strikes her how tragic it is that they 
couldn’t find comfort in each others’ arms when their pasts were something they had in 
common. Instead, they hid so many scars from one another, as if revealing them might shatter 
the shared illusion that their new life together, happy as it was, meant that their pasts never 
mattered. It was never true though. Their scars would always be there, no matter the ghosts 
they kept hidden. 


Alina looks around her room, which is still in a state of chaos from when she tore it apart in 
the name of organization days ago. It feels like the perfect distraction, so she climbs out of 
bed. There is something freeing about the fact that she no longer has to sit quietly in the dark 
until the ghosts dissolve. She has the freedom to chase them away on her own now. Even if 
running isn’t the healthiest way of coping, it feels better than remaining frozen for the sake of 
someone else’s comfort. 


She starts organizing her clothing first, before quickly realizing that in the last year, she 
remained a minimalist and has little to toss or donate. Then she moves onto her bookshelf. It 
pains her to part with any books, but if she’s going to fit a crib and other necessities in this 
small apartment, she might need to. She can store the ones she wants to save under the bed or 
elsewhere. 


Her finger trails over the spines of the books and she quickly realizes this will not be an easy 
choice. When her finger lands on the thin spine of a blue book that she doesn’t recognize, 
with no title on the spine, she pauses. She pulls it off the shelf, realizing that it is the 
children’s book Goodnight Moon . Her heart hiccups as she stares down at the book. One of 
the few memories of her parents that she has is of them reading this book to her, but she 
certainly never owned it. There was no one to buy her books when she was in the system, and 
she felt too foolish to spend money on a children’s book when she grew older. 


Alina sits down on the edge of the bed, swallowing thickly as her hand skims over the front 
of it. This version seems expensive—not the one she owned as a child. It is a blue leather 
bound cover with gold writing across the front. She still thinks of this book often—whenever 
she misses her mother, or when she doesn't know how to handle the conflicting feelings of 
anger and grief she still feels for her father. Hesitantly, as if defusing a bomb, she opens the 


book in her lap. The moment she does, a single polaroid photo flutters to her scratched 
hardwood floor. 


She sets the book aside, leaning down to pick up the photo, her hand moving to her barely 
present bump as she does. The back of the polaroid, the side facing her, displays her own 
scribbled text. 


My moon. 


Alina shakes as she picks it up, her body already aware that this photo might reveal 
something she isn’t ready to know. But there are already too many missing chapters in her 
life, and she cannot bear to live in the dark anymore. She would rather be here, in the chaos 
of a torn apart room, in the light where she can make as much noise as she wants. She turns 
the photo, lips parting in surprise as she stares down at it. 


It’s Mr. Morozova, of all people, staring back at her. Except—it isn’t. It’s Aleksander, the 
man, as he asked her to call him that night at the office. This isn’t the mysterious man in the 
suit, the one who wears a mask that both intrigues and frustrates her. This man is laying in 
her bed, the same one she is sitting on the edge of now. The sheets are a tangled mess beneath 
him and he is anything but frozen—he is mid-laugh, he is reaching for someone beyond the 
lens of the camera. He is her moon, apparently. He is, almost certainly, the father of her 

child. 


Alina drops the photo, letting it flutter to the floor. She stares ahead, frozen once more. But at 
least she is still in the light. 
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Chapter Notes 


angst and smut *gestures vaguely* 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Alina doesn’t come in to work on Thursday, nor does she come in on Friday. Aleksander 
knows that it isn’t his business, not really, not unless he comes clean about the role he’s 
playing in her life that she knows nothing about. He plans to, he does, but he has no idea how 
one goes about making a plan to break someone’s heart—someone whose soul he treasures 
more than his own. 


Don t be a coward for a second time. 


Luda’s words pester him, like gnats swarming him day in and day out. She’s right, of course. 
He intends to be a better man rather than a repeat coward, but he still needs to figure out how 
to do that. 


--00-- 


Alina avoids making eye contact with the security guards at the front desk when she walks 
into the lobby. No one stops her, no one asks her why she is walking into the building at 7 
p.m. on a Friday night. All employees are allowed to go up to the office whenever they want, 
but when security says nothing, she wonders if this isn’t the first time that they’ve watched 
her take the elevator up to the office at a strange hour. Her cheeks burn with shame, her 
insides twisting with guilt as she presses the top floor button. The elevator swallows her, 
bringing her closer to a reckoning that she is dreading with every bone in her body. 


She isn’t entirely certain that Mr. Morozova—that Aleksander—will be here at this hour on a 
Friday night. She’s basing her assumption on his late nights at work that she’s already 
witnessed since returning, and his reputation as a workaholic. But maybe he has more of a 
life than she’s caught onto. Maybe he’s seeing someone else, spending his Friday nights with 
someone else. Maybe he was all too relieved when she lost her memory, all too relieved that 
he could move on without bearing any responsibility. Her hand moves to her small, barely 
noticeable bump—the literal consequence of their actions. The elevator dings when the doors 
open and her hand remains splayed on her abdomen. Somehow, it makes her brave enough to 
move forward. 


She walks into the dark lobby, the secretary’s desk empty. Only a few lights remain on—the 
kind that probably remain on all night. She walks through a maze of cubicles towards his 
office. To both her relief and dread, his lights remain on too. The frosted glass wall glows 
from within and she can just barely make out the shape of a shadow, hunched over a desk. 


She pauses at the door, gripping Genya’s desk to steady herself as her courage wavers. But 
the polaroid is burning a hole in her pocket and her baby is growing everyday inside her. She 
owes both of them this conversation, even if she doesn’t owe this man a damn thing. 


She takes a deep breath. Her hand leaves the desk and she is no longer anchored. She is 
floating, drowning, trying to swim forward in spite of it all. She does not knock—the pause 
might allow enough time for her resolve to fade. She walks into his office uninvited instead, 
in the same manner that he came into her own life. 


Aleksander looks up at her from behind his desk. For a moment, for a single breath, she 
watches as his mask flickers, a static screen on the verge of lost connection. He looks as if a 
ghost walked into his office, but the shock vanishes in a blink. He steels his expression into 
the detached one that she’s grown familiar with since she woke from the accident. 


“Ms. Starkov.” Her name is a question. “It’s late. Is something wrong?” 
“Yes.” She takes a few steps closer. 


Her hands shake as she looks at him, seeing him in a new light, which is to say, seeing him 
for the first ttme. Deconstruction. Rebirth. She tries to see herself for the first time too. She 
tries to imagine the woman who threw away a relationship to sleep with her married boss, but 
she cannot imagine the circumstances that would lead her to do something so terrible. 
Whoever the woman Mr. Morozova once knew is truly a ghost. Alina cannot find her, no 
matter how thoroughly she turns over every corner of her soul. 


He tenses behind the desk, but does not move. 
“Were you ever planning on telling me the truth?” 


Finally, something in his carefully constructed mask cracks under the pressure of her words. 
He abruptly stands, palms flat on the walnut surface in front of him. 


“You remember—” 


“No, I didn’t—I don’t. Which is why I can hardly believe that I would, that we would—” She 
wills herself not to cry, but her hormones lash out. 


Aleksander remains frozen behind the desk, his only movement the subtle scratching of his 
nails against the impenetrable wood. 


“Well?” she questions. She feels anger spark inside her and holds it close. Anger is a simple 
feeling—so much easier than guilt or lust, than shame or love. “Aren’t you going to say 
something? You know I’m pregnant. You have nothing at all to say about any of this?” 


She watches him steel himself once more, swallowing thickly before he answers. “I will 
make sure you and the child are...are taken care of for the rest of your lives. I promise you 
that.” 


Alina balks at him, her chest heaving as she absorbs the impact of his words. She releases her 
tears, lets them fall onto her cheeks, just as she fell from grace. 


“T don’t want your money, or a damn thing to do with you. All I want is honesty. That’s the 
only thing you can give me now and I wish that wasn’t true. I wish I could rely on literally 
anyone else to fill the holes in my memories, but you are—” She sputters, trying to collect 
herself. “You are the only one who can give me the truth.” 


His expression hardens and she is glad for it. It’s easier like this. He looks nothing like the 
man in the polaroid, the man who makes her heart and body ache for something her mind 
cannot comprehend. 


“Fine. Make me your villain, if that’s what you need, Alina.” 


“You are the villain. What kind of man—what kind of married man—sleeps with his 
employee? What kind of man then lies about all of it?” 


“T did not lie.” 
She grits her teeth, face flushed. “You are a child.” 


“Fine. Do you want the truth, Alina? I am—I was ,” he corrects himself, “a married man who 
slept with my employee. Just as you were a taken woman who slept with her boss. If it makes 
you feel better to stand here and act as if you had no part in this—” 


“And how do I know that I did?” she snaps. “(How do I know that you didn’t pressure me, 
didn’t force me?” 


Finally, she has found the words that pierce him. He looks so taken aback by the accusation, 
so broken by it, it feels like a twisted sort of victory. It also feels like a strange form of 
reassurance. Although she wishes she bore no responsibility in what happened between them, 
the alternative would be far worse. 


“T have never, not once, and never could.” 


Alina swallows, willing her tears to slow so that she doesn’t collapse into a full sob in front 
of him. She steadies herself with a deep breath, rolling her shoulders back and forcing herself 
to look him in the eye. 


“T’ll hand in my two weeks on Monday.” 
“You'll do no such thing.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“T said—” 


“IT know what you said,” she snaps. “If you think I can continue working for you, you’re out 
of your mind.” 


“You won’t throw away your career because of me. And besides—you need the money.” 


She did not think he could be anymore cruel. “Why would I need the money?” she mocks. 
“Apparently, you’ ll make sure I am financially secure for the rest of my life. Is that not what 
you claimed?” 


Then, of all things, he has the audacity to Jaugh. She clenches her jaw, her nails digging into 
her palms. “What?” she snaps. 


He walks around the desk and meets her in the middle of the room, where she stands frozen. 
With only a foot between him, she smells him when she inhales—the same comforting scent 
of the coat that he gave her. She cannot reconcile that comfort with what she faces now. 


“You forget just how well I know you,” he says. His voice is quieter, his words a secret meant 
only for her. ““You would never sacrifice your independence or put your fate in someone 
else’s hands, no matter what they insisted.” 


Alina frowns, breath catching as she looks up at him. His eyes are dark and for a moment, 
she wishes she could get lost in him. She wishes she could explore him and taste whatever it 
is this new version of herself sacrificed everything for. But even without Mal or Aleksander’s 
ex-wife in the picture, she has a new person worth protecting from her recklessness. 


“Tl find work elsewhere.” 


“We both know you won’t find an opportunity like this elsewhere, not in your field—not that 
will earn you a wage that supports a child.” 


“T will.” 
He narrows his eyes. “Don’t be stubborn, Alina.” 


Her name is a warning, a command, but something else too. Her name in his mouth trickles 
through her brain, reaching for buried memories that remain locked away. 


His expression softens, disarming. He must see it in her eyes. He must see what she is 
fighting as it pokes and prods at her subconscious—recognition. 


“T have to go,” she tells him. 
He does not follow. 
==O0== 


Alina leaves his office like a ghost dissolving into night’s fog. He runs a hand down his face, 
wondering how he managed to fuck this up so much worse than he could have imagined. He 
let his pride sharpen into a weapon that wounds with indifference. He let his pride cut Alina, 
and he is responsible for the way that she bleeds now. 


He covers his mouth with his hand, trying to think through a way to turn back time. But there 
is no turning back time. Maybe, if he is to practice destroying his cowardice, he needs to give 
her what she wants—the truth. In fact, this makes things easier in some ways. She already 


despises him for what they did, as he suspected she would. He has nothing to lose by coming 
clean. 


He walks briskly to the elevators, chest swelling with disappointment when he finds that she 
is already gone. He takes the elevator down to the lobby, pacing the small square as the floors 
tick by one by one. The security guards eye him as he jogs through the lobby and onto the 
street. He doesn’t realize it’s raining until he is standing in the midst of it, the storm outside 
pouring into his heart. He walks the block towards the bus station, swimming through the 
storm, but still does not see her. After a beat of hesitation, he turns and runs back towards the 
building, taking the stairs two at a time down to the garage. 


He hopes that Alina took the bus, but he knows otherwise. His girl goes for long walks when 
she’s upset and he thinks that this might call for one, despite the heavy rain. Despite how 
stupid it is to walk through a storm in the dark. Then again, she has walked through storms 
her entire life, both before and after the accident. 


He emerges from the garage and onto the street, his hand tight on the clutch, knuckles white. 
Driving slowly enough to piss off the other drivers who honk at him and pass in a blur, he 
trails along the road, taking the familiar route back to her apartment. Finally—a silhouette 
that he has long since memorized, a smudge of a shadow walking beneath the bridge of an 
overpass. His heart quickens, anger threading through concern. She should know better than 
to take this route alone in the dark. 


He slows, rolling down his window. She tenses, glancing nervously at his car until her eyes 
meet his. The worry morphs back into a stubborn anger. At least she feels safe with him, even 
if she hates him. At least there is that. 


“Get in the car, Alina.” 


She stops, face snapping in his direction. Her wet hair swings with the motion, some of it 
sticking to her face. He stops the car, waiting. 


“Leave me alone. I don’t need you.” 
“Tt is late, and it is raining, and it is not safe. Get in the goddamn car.” 


She narrows her eyes, walking towards his car. Relief floods him, until she leans through the 
open shotgun side window rather than opening the door. 


“T don’t take orders from you. You’ve made it perfectly clear you don’t care for me and I’ve 
learned what I need to know. I don’t want anything more from you.” 


He wonders then if it is possible for your lungs to break the same way a heart can. The air 
leaves his own, her words suffocating him. He grips the steering wheel tighter. 


Don t be a coward for a second time. 


A third time, really, but the lesson still stands. 


“T didn’t mean it,” he admits. He wonders how this woman has grown on him, ivy to his 
stone, like no other has. How she came to be the single soul that he can bear to kneel to, to 
surrender to, at the cost of his pride. “Please get in the car, so that we can talk.” 


She stares at him, so clearly surprised by his concession. 


“Please,” he repeats. His eyes drift to her stomach before returning to her face. “It isn’t good 
for the baby, being out in the cold rain like this. It isn’t safe either.” 


It’s a low blow. Of course, he is also genuinely worried for those reasons too. But he also 
knows that Alina will concede for the sake of someone else when she never will for herself. 
Their baby is now their most important someone else. 


He waits for a beat, staring at her. She abruptly pulls away, harshly yanking open the door—a 
wordless warning to him that her anger has not faded—and slides into the seat next to him. 


“Just take me home.” 


They are silent for the ten minute ride back to her apartment. He parallel parks on the curb in 
front of her building, turning to her once he turns off the car. She stares down at her hands, 
but she does not leave. 


“T will give you the truth, if that’s what you want.” 


She gnaws on her bottom lip for a moment before turning to face him. Even though she is no 
closer to regaining her memories, he feels like he is truly looking at her for the first time 
since she woke from the accident. 


“You can come up, if you want,” she tells him. “To talk. But—please don’t pretend to care 
about things you don’t care about, or to want things you don’t really want, just because you 
feel bad. P’ll be okay either way. Ill always be okay. I don’t need anyone.” 


Her words are a bullet to the chest. 


“Hey, hey, hey.”’ He didnt know his voice could ever sound so gentle. He didn t know he held 
such delicacy in his teeth, but he wants Alina to taste it now. 


He cups her face, pulling her in for a kiss that lingers like the best things of life—like broken 
pieces of poetry that never leave you, like sunscreen soaked skin after a day at the beach, or 
like the lyrics of a mother *s lullaby, long after her ability to comfort you disappeared with 
your father. When he pulls away, he searches her eyes, finding a fear he knows like his own 
heartbeat. 


Alina kneels on his bed beside him. This bed that is a cloud, this bed that is a fantasy, an 
escape, but that feels more real than anything he’s ever held in his life. 


“Why won t you let someone take care of you?” he whispers. 
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He watches her, tracks the battle that unfolds behind her irises. “I do,” she argues. “‘T... 


He knows she’s thinking of the boyfriend, even though she has already confessed to him all 
the ways that the other man falls short. He cant help but hope that their fantasy rips through 
the veil between this world and the real one. He cant help but hope that the invisible 
fingerprints he left on her collarbone, her ribs, her lips and heart, will be the final straw for 
her in choosing to leave the other man. He doesn t know if you can find salvation in the ruins 
of someone else’ relationship, but he is selfish enough to hope for it. He is selfish enough to 


try. 


“Really?” Half challenge, half tease. “Have you ever let someone give something to you 
without expecting to owe them something in return?” 


She searches his face and the battle behind her irises crumbles into a razed battlefield. Still 
smoking, but he does not know which side won. She lays back down, folding herself into his 
side. His arm wraps beneath and around her, hand splayed on the bare skin of her waist. His 
thumb runs over the small mole on her hip. The soft pads of her fingertips trace up and down 
his abdomen. 


“Isn t that what we’re doing now?” she whispers. “Giving ourselves to one another, knowing 
we Il never really receive each other in return?” 


He wonders how such contradictory words can hold such truth. 
“You have me,” he vows. He lies. He promises. 


He is not heartless. The same guilt that bruises Alina discolors him too. He thinks of Luda— 
all the ways she is not enough for him, the truth of that shining through Alina’s touch. He 
thinks of Luda—all the ways she deserves better than him, how she deserves to feel the 
warmth of her own sun. 


Alina buries her face in the crook of his neck. She does not ask him to leave Luda. He does 
not ask her to leave Malyen. It is a game, a roll of the dice. Who will beg for such a thing 
first? Who will bury their pride at the feet of the other? Who will kick through the floor 
beneath them, brave enough to free fall into the unknown. 


No. What they have here, now, is safe. This here is the fantasy—one that started a month ago, 
but that seems to stretch far beyond that. Time means something different with Alina. Brief 
beats of bliss within an eternity within a stolen hour. 


Fer lips trail across his neck, his beard, pleasure blooming in his pulse points. He rolls over, 
pins her beneath him. She is already breathless. 


“Let me take care of you now, baby,” he murmurs, kissing down her neck. 


Her hands thread through his hair, tugging. An anchor. Her body is warm beneath his and 
when she arches her back, pulling him closer, he isn t sure where her body ends and where 
his begins. The fantasy, it is a shared one. There is only one. 


“Do you trust me?” he murmurs. 


She nods eagerly, melting further into him as his hand parts her legs. He crawls down her 
body, their eyes locked, Alina panting. His free hand runs up her chest, between her breasts, 
resting above her heart. 


Does the other man, the one who calls Alina his, make her heart race like this? He wants to 
ask. He doesnt. It would break the unspoken rule, it would be a reckoning. Malyen doesn t 
belong in the bed, the fantasy, even though his very existence taunts Aleksander at all hours 
of the day. 


“Please,” she begs. 
He tuts at her, tweaks a pebbled nipple. “Patience, baby girl.” 


It’s a slip of the tongue, of the mind. He calls her baby often enough, but never baby girl. He 
hears the thrill of it in the catch of her breath as he leans down, pressing hot open mouth 
kisses to the soft curve of her stomach as he continues his descent down her body. 


He settles between her legs, nipping at the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. She squirms, 
whimpers. 


“T’'ll take care of you, baby girl,” he murmurs against her thigh. 


He knows she heard him when she reaches for him, her hand grasping at stars and finding 
his fingers instead. Their joined hands land on her stomach as he finally tastes her. He runs 
his tongue over her clit, working her up slowly. He noses at her, his tongue diving into her 
and drawing moans. 


He wants to devour her. Worship her. Take care of her like no one else has. He wants to give 
her everything, wants her to feel safe enough to fall. 


Here in his car, dampness clinging to them both, he wants to say something reassuring. He 
wants to relive that same conversation, but he can’t. The Alina from his memories isn’t the 
same one sitting beside him. It isn’t fair to her to pretend otherwise. 


He doesn’t negate her, doesn’t reassure her. Instead, he gives her an answer. “I will give you 
the truth.” 


--00-- 


Alina’s stomach flips and nosedives as she climbs the stairs to her apartment. Mr. Morozova 
—no, Aleksander—at her heels. 


“These stairs, with the pregnancy—” 


“Tt’s only one flight,” she says, without looking back at him. She doesn’t understand how to 
reconcile his concern over a flight of stairs with his detachment at his office. “I'll be fine.” 


They’re both quiet as Alina unlocks her door and lets them into the apartment. She turns on 
the lights and feels a little embarrassed of how she left the place—dishes in the sink, bed 


unmade, clothes thrown on the floor from when she took twenty minutes trying to find an 
outfit that didn’t accentuate the subtle curve of her stomach. 


She glances at Aleksander, but he doesn’t bat an eye. 
“Do you want something to drink?” she asks. “I’m going to make tea.” 


“Tea is fine,” he agrees. He walks past her, through the narrow kitchenette and to the small 
kitchen table in the corner of the room. He sits down at it without asking, looking at home in 
a way that unsettles her. It serves as a reminder of just how at home he probably once was in 
this apartment. 


Neither of them says anything as she fills the kettle and sets it on the stove. She leans back 
against the kitchen counter, not prepared to sit across from him at the table. She expects him 
to give her the story she asked for—the truth, or whatever version of it that he knows. 
Instead, he asks a question she wasn’t expecting. 


“If you don’t remember anything, how did you find out about us?” 


He drums his fingers on the table as he waits for her answer, the only indication that he might 
be nervous. Rain water drips from his hair, his suit jacket soaked. Alina is drenched through 
and through and should be freezing, but she feels numb instead. Upon a moment’s hesitation, 
she reaches into her pocket and pulls out the polaroid. By some miracle, the rain did not ruin 
it. She sets it on the table in front of him before retreating back against the counter. 


He traces the photo with his finger and when he flips it, she knows that he knows what is 
written on the back. My moon . It’s as if he’s checking its authenticity. Or maybe he is only 
confirming that her scribbled text was not a dream. She understands the instinct. She feels as 
if her entire life is an endless dream these days. 


“You kept this.” She doesn’t know if he means for it to be a question, but she nods anyway. 
“Apparently. I found it in a book. It’s the only trace of you—of us—that I’ve found.” 


Aleksander stares at the photo for a beat longer before sliding it away from him, as if it is a 
plate of desert he cannot afford to indulge in. He looks up at her once more. 


“You ended things two weeks before your accident. I don’t know why. You wouldn’t talk to 
me, but that’s probably why this is the only trace of me in your life. You must have gotten rid 
of everything else.” 


He smiles wryly, but there is no accusation in his voice. There is only sad resignation. Alina’s 
heart sinks and sings, and she wonders how that is possible. She didn’t realize how much it 
was hurting her to believe that he ended things by lies of omission after her accident. In 
reality, she was the one who ended things before the accident. There is power in that small 
victory, but also a grief that she does not yet have the language to decipher. 


“You wanted the truth,” he continues. ““Where do you want me to start?” 


The kettle whistles, making Alina jump. She pours two mugs and adds the tea bags, bringing 
them to the table. In an impulsive spark of bravery, she sits down across from him. 
Something in her heart aches for him, and she hates it. She hates that her body has held onto 
the memories that her brain discarded. 


“Start at the beginning, I guess.” 
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Aleksander stares at her for a beat, taking in her damp clothing and dripping hair. 


“You should change into something dry.” He is met with a stubborn glare, even though she 
must want the same thing—she simply doesn’t want to give into any wish or command he 
might have. This is the Alina he loves, but also the Alina who has yet to discover the equally 
compelling power of surrendering. He sighs, speaking softer. “Please.” 


The simple nicety appears to disarm her. She rises from the table, gathering clothing from a 
drawer and disappearing into the bathroom. A few minutes later, she appears in leggings and 
an oversized sweatshirt that she must not realize once belonged to him. He tries not to react 
in any visible way, even as his pulse quickens at the sight of her. 


“T’ve changed,” she announces, sitting down across from him once more. “Now...tell me.” 


Aleksander takes a sip of his tea. It’s still too hot and he relishes in the way it burns his 
tongue, making a scar of this moment they’re sharing. 


“Tt started during the project you were assigned to—the company rebranding. We...we spent 
a lot of time together. We became friends, we...” 


He trails off, reminding himself to choose his words carefully. She did not ask for his 
feelings, she asked for the facts. 


We understood each other , he wants to tell her. But he doesn’t want to make assumptions of 
her own feelings. 


We fell in love , he wants to explain. But he can’t tell her how she felt, when he doesn’t truly 
know. Those feelings are his own and without her memories, Aleksander will never know 
whether they were ever returned. 


“Yes?” she prompts, tone short. 


“We grew close. You talked about feeling stuck in your relationship with your boyfriend, a 
relationship that didn’t make you happy or didn’t fit who you were anymore.” 


Alina opens her mouth, probably to argue, but he beats her to it. 
“That is explicitly what you told me. I am telling you the facts, as you requested.” 


She closes her mouth again, jaw tensing. “Go on.” 


“T...I confided that I felt the same way in my marriage to Luda.” 
Aleksander’s gaze flickers across her face, but he cannot read her as easily as he once could. 
“And then?” she asks. Her tea remains untouched, the steam gone. 


Aleksander watches Alina from the other side of his desk, her laptop casting a glow across 
her face. The lights of his office are not bright enough to counteract the darkness outside, 
although it is speckled with the city lights—a city alive on a Friday night, at nearly 9 p.m., 
while they work late on the rebranding project. He told her that she should go, that he would 
handle it or that they could come in early Monday, but she insisted on staying. They have a 
deadline Tuesday afternoon. 


She sips on her oat milk latte, with one pump of vanilla syrup, that he went out and bought 
her nearly an hour ago. His black coffee grows cold on his desk. He's been distracted—not by 
the mere sight of Alina, the usual pull he feels towards her. Today, he is distracted by the 
frown she doesn t seem to notice that shes wearing. It is not one of determination, 
accompanied by the pinch between her brow when she is absorbed in her work. It is a soft 
sadness. 


“Are you alright?” he cannot help but ask. She looks up at him, over her computer, eyes 
glinting from the blue light. 


She laughs softly, without humor. “That obvious?” 


His heart prays it is about Malyen, before his conscience can catch up with him. With 
instincts like his, he doesn t deserve Alina any more than her boyfriend does. He waits 
patiently for her to explain, or for her to dismiss him. It is something he’s learned about her 
in the last couple months of working together—she doesnt do well with being rushed. Alina 
blooms on her own terms. 


“We got in a fight,” she admits. She whispers it, like a sin confessed. Except, it isnt the 
argument with her boyfriend that is the sin, but the act of her confessing it to another man. 

“A bad one. I don t know...we seem to be growing in different directions. I feel like we’re just 
—” She pauses, takes a deep breath as her gaze flutters to the desk. “I feel like we’re fighting 
for something that no longer exists—like we ’re fighting for a memory of who we were, not 
who we are now. Does that make sense?” 


She looks up at him, as if he has all the answers. As if he isn t asking the exact same 
questions about his own life, his own marriage. As if, right now, he isn t considering how 
Alina and Malyen may be less doomed than he and Luda, because at least Alina and Malyen 
are fighting about their problems. 


“More sense than I care to admit,” he answers. It isn t the first time they’ve discussed their 
relationships—or more accurately, confessed their sins in huffs of frustration. His office has 
become a confessional booth, one where they can breathe their concerns into the world and 
find acceptance and confidentiality in return. 


“T...”’ she trails off, looking down at her latte before exhaling another humorless laugh. “I 
could use something stronger than caffeine,” she mutters. The minute the words slip, she 
looks up in alarm. “I’m sorry, that wasn t appropriate—”’ 


Aleks chuckles, dismissing her concerns with a wave of his hand as he stands. “I have just 
the thing,” he tells her, walking over to the antique wood armoire that he uses as a bar cart. 
“We’re due for a break anyway.”’ 


The room is quiet as he takes out two lowball whiskey tumblers. The glasses clink as he sets 
them down, as it dawns on him that they were an anniversary gift. Whiskey trickles into each 
glass, slow and steady, like the burn of it down one 8 throat. Like the burn he feels when he 
turns, eyes meeting Alina’ across the room. 


She takes the glass from him with two hands, which he finds strangely endearing. Leaning 
back against the desk, he watches her as she shuts her laptop and takes a sip. Her nose 
wrinkles and she makes a concerted effort not to cough. 
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“T’m sorry,” he laughs. “I should have offered ice.’ 


She shakes her head and his eyes track her lips as her tongue sweeps across her bottom one. 
“Cocktails are more my fashion,” she admits. “But this is good, and...fitting.” 


He nods, taking a sip of his own drink. He cannot tell where the burn is coming from 
anymore. The whiskey running down his throat, the blood in his veins as he looks at Alina. 
Her hair is pulled back in a messy bun, a few strays framing her face. Her sleeveless blouse, 
tucked into her pencil skirt, is wrinkled. Her heels are discarded on the floor next to her 
chair. 


“Do you want to talk about it?” he asks. 


She seems to consider the question before she stands, perching on the desk next to him. “No. 
I want to listen.” 


It makes sense. To listen is to be understood, if you are with the right person. He considers 
his words. He wants to say something cynical about love, something they would both 
understand given their relationships. But he glances at her and feels his heart shedding that 
cynicism, like an outgrown skin, for the first time in years. 


“T think sometimes we outgrow people,” he starts, hesitantly. She listens intently and he 
glances beside him, watching as she takes another sip of whiskey. She doesnt flinch this time. 
“But its hard to admit it, and harder still to do anything about it. If we can pretend we 

haven t outgrown something, or someone, we can pretend we’re still safe and comfortable in 
the life we’re living.” 


He hears the clink of her glass as she sets it down on his desk. He turns to her, finding her far 
too close to him. He can feel the heat of her breath when she turns to look at him and he 
waits for one of them to move, to retreat back into the safe and comfortable lies they call their 
lives. 


Instead, Alina closes the distance so suddenly that he drops his glass. At the same time her 
lips press against his, the glass shatters against the wood floor. Her lips are warm as they 
move against his—burning, burning, burning. He is burning. 


She gasps as she pulls away, eyes landing on the shattered glass across the floor of this 
office. “I’m so sorry,”’ she stutters. Her eyes widen as she moves to stand, but he stops her, 
arm wrapping around her to hold her on the desk. 


“You ’re not wearing shoes,” he murmurs. “You'll cut yourself.” 


She turns in his arm and his hand protectively splays against her hip. She squeezes her eyes 
shut for a moment, as if this moment does not exist if she cannot see it. “That was so 
completely inappropriate, ” she manages. “I’m so sorry, I’'’m—”’ 


He pulls her closer, kisses her again. It is no less frantic, but he is no longer hindered by 
surprise. He wonders if the kiss is enough to pull her from her senses or if she'll push him 
away and apologize again. She leans in closer instead, grasping at his dress shirt as his 
tongue breaks through her lips, tasting her at last. Whiskey and coffee. The best high and the 
promise of the worst hangover. When he stands, lips never parting with hers, he hears the 
glass crunch beneath his shoes. 


“Alina,” he whispers against her lips. His hands tangle in her hair, her bun unraveled, his 
breath unraveled. Her legs part for him and he shoves her skirt higher on her thighs. He 
pauses, gripping her thighs, lips grazing her cheek. Their slow, heavy breaths flutter through 
the room like snow. 


“Do you want this?” he asks. “Are you sure?”’ 


She only hesitates for a beat before nodding, turning her face so that she can kiss him once 
more. His chest heaves as she leans back, still grasping his shirt, tilting her hips up so that he 
can push her skirt up to her waist. He pulls her to the edge of the table, hand moving between 
her legs, fingers dipping into her. She gasps when his thumb grazes her clit, her face falling 
to his shoulder. 


“You ’re so wet,”’ he groans. “How long have you been sitting here, thinking of this, of us?” 


She moans as he begins moving his fingers, her hand curling around his bicep. “All night,” 
she admits. “Long before that.” 
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“Me too,” he confesses, kissing her again. “Me too.’ 


“Can you...” she trails off: When he moves a few inches away, he notices the flush of her 
cheeks, the way that her gaze flutters across his face, but never lands on his own gaze. Her 
shyness makes his cock throb—that she wants this so badly, that she doesn t know how to ask. 
He releases the hand still gripping her thigh and holds her by her jaw, gently guiding her 
face up so that she’s forced to meet his gaze. 


“Can I what?” 


“T need you.” 


“Need me where? Need me to do what?” His voice is hoarse, gruff in an unrecognizable way. 
He fights the urge to stroke himself. He aches for her. 


The same determination she’s shown in her work seems to wash over her. Steeling herself, her 
eyes hold his gaze, lips parted. 


“Fuck me. I need you to fuck me.” 
“Fuck you where, sweet girl?” 
She grinds against his hand, whimpering. “My pussy. Fuck my pussy.” 


The blush in her cheeks runs deeper but he doesnt have the patience to watch her any longer. 
He surges forward to kiss her once more and her own hands move to his belt buckle. At the 
same time that she frees him from his dress pants, yanking down his black boxer briefs, his 
fingers leave her and he pulls her even closer to him by her hips. 


He pushes into her with a single, hard thrust, drawing a cry from her. Holding her to him, he 
kisses across her cheek. 


“Are you okay?” he asks, even as he feels a dark satisfaction at the thought of overwhelming 
her with his size—that she isn t used to it. 


She nods, tears pricking her eyes, before her legs tighten around her hips. 


“Fuck me,” she tells him. 
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He nods, bracing himself with a hand on the desk. “Hold onto me.’ 


He fucks her hard, drawing moans from her with each thrust. She clings to him, holding onto 
him for dear life as he feels her tightening around him, gripping him. He knows that this 
angle teases her clit with each thrust and she gasps into his mouth. They’re beyond kissing, 
lips simply brushing, breath shared as they get lost in the pleasure gift to each other. 


He's such a fucking moran for this woman that he doesn t even consider they aren t using a 
condom until he’s on the edge. She pants wildly, eyes squeezing shut, shuddering beneath him 
as she comes, drenching his cock. He doesnt have time to ask if he can come inside her. He's 
too overwhelmed to wait to ask if she’s on birth control, so he pulls out sooner than he wants, 
Jerking off for half a second before he spills over her work blouse, a low groan escaping him. 
He feels too much of a primal satisfaction at having marked her in some way to feel much 
shame about having ruined her shirt. 


He stands there, overwhelmed, his fucking cock still out as he grips her legs and catches his 
breath. She seems no more steady, still panting and finally letting herself fall back onto the 
desk, work papers sticking to her damp shoulders. He gives himself a minute before he steps 
back, tucking himself back into his pants. He pulls her back up to a sitting position, her body 
limp like a dolls, before cupping her face. 


“Are you alright?” 
She nods quickly, but he cant help but notice that she seems shaken. 


‘T’m sorry,” he tells her, glancing down at her shirt. He swallows thickly, trying not to reveal 
how turned on he still is. “I didn t think to grab a condom or to ask if you were on birth 
control.” 


“T’m not,” she admits. 

“T’'ll give you money for Plan B, just in case.” 
“Tt okay, I can handle it—”’ 

“T insist.” 


They stare at one another for a moment before Alina abruptly slides off the desk on shaky 
legs. She curses when her feet touch the ground, one of them ricocheting off the floor. He sees 
the blood and instantly lifts her back onto the desk. 


“Dont move,” he orders. 


She nods, but lifts her ruined blouse over her head, setting it aside. He tries not to stare 
before rushing from the room, rummaging through Genyas desk to find where she keeps the 
first aid kit. The silence in the room seems to erupt into something untouchable when he 
returns. He walks over to her, kicking glass away and kneeling before her. Worship. Thats 
what this will always be. 


He gently takes her foot, strokes her calf and kisses the inside of her ankle before he opens 
the first aid kit. She watches him carefully, as if he might disappear. He is not convinced he 
hasnt, for everything he thought he was has seemed to have vanished. Even so, he wonders if 
the glass will leave a scar on her foot, an irreversible reminder of what they’ve done. 


This would be infinitely easier if he didn’t love her. The truth would be easier if he didn’t 
love her. 


“T kissed you first,” he lies. “Then you kissed me back.” 

“Okay. And then?” 

He quirks an eyebrow. “Do I need to spell out what happened next?” 

She gives him a pointed look. “How long?“ she asks. “How long were we sleeping together?” 


“It was more than that,” he can’t help but blurt. In his defense, that doesn’t feel like an 
interpretation, or a feeling. That feels like a fact too. 


Alina ignores him, waiting for a response. 


“Six months, give or take.” 


Six months, five days, and two hours before it came crashing down. Before he left his heart 
in her apartment when he walked away that night, into the freezing air, not understanding 
then the permanence of it all. 


“And you don’t know why I ended things?” 
“No,” he admits. 
“What did I say that night?” 


He glares at her for a beat, drumming his fingers on the table again. He doesn’t want to relive 
that night. 


“We spoke through the door of this apartment. You’d been ignoring my calls for a week and 
when I came here, you wouldn’t let me in. You asked me to leave and told me that you—that 
we—made a mistake. You told me that we hurt people, that you didn’t know what you were 
thinking, and... you asked me to leave again. I listened that time. I left.” 


He doesn’t tell her how he told her he loved her for the first time that night or how she didn’t 
return the sentiment. The words are even more meaningless now than they were that night— 
just a stroke of paint, a last ditch effort to make something broken presentable even when it’s 
already crumbling from within. Words cannot fix a broken foundation. 


“Sounds like I finally came to my senses.” 
She doesn’t say it with any malice, only a resigned sort of grief at it having taken her so long. 
“T suppose so.” 


She absentmindedly rubs at a scratch on the table. He knows it happened when they were 
moving the table into her apartment, two months before the accident. She fiddles with her 
teabag, the mug still untouched. It must be cold by now. 


“T would have been seven weeks along. I might have known, but I’m not sure.” 

“Tf you did, you didn’t tell me.” 

“So that’s the truth, that’s what you know. I got what I wanted. What is it that you want?” 
You. Our baby. Everything. 

“What do I want?” he echoes. 


“You said you didn’t mean what you said at your office, but I don’t want any bullshit. Why 
don’t you tell me what you actually mean.” 


Her words cut but he wades through a mouthful of blood, trying to find a taste of honesty. 


“T don’t want to only financially support the child. I want to be a father to them.” 


It sickens him, how surprised she looks to hear those words. He wonders if the old Alina 
thought he wanted nothing to do with the child too, before he even had a chance to screw 
things up by opening his mouth. 


“Do you really?” she questions. “It will be worse if you change your mind down the road. I 
won’t allow my child to lose a parent so I need to know now if you’re in or out. If you need 
more time to decide, I understand. I want you to be certain, and honest, about whatever your 
answer is.” 


He leans forward on the table, looking her dead in the eye. To his dismay and relief, she 
doesn’t shrink away. 


“T have made up my mind and I swear to you and on the life of our child, I will always be 
there for them, until they are burying me in the grave.” 


She stares back at him with wide eyes. There is something about this woman, about his girl, 
that makes biting back words impossible. 


“And you. I will care for you too,” he adds. 


Alina looks away and he catches the way her dark eyes glisten. He leans back, giving her 
space. He said the wrong thing again. He flew too close to the sun. 


“I’m sorry,” she sniffles, before turning back to him. “I can’t—I can’t be with you, I can’t be 
what you want. I don’t feel the same way, I don’t even know you. All I know is that I 
abandoned all of my values, that I hurt the person I care about most in this world, to be with 
you. That doesn’t make me like you, and it only makes me hate whoever the woman you 
were with was.” 


Aleksander nods, trying to find the armor he used to wear, the armor he misplaced when 
Alina fell into his life and he briefly and foolishly believed that he would be safe without it. 
She was once the armor itself, and now the blade driving through his ribs. 


“T understand,” he tells her. Because he does. He really does understand. That’s the worst part 
of it all. “I should go.” 


Alina nods when he stands, looking up at him with fresh tears in her eyes. He makes it to the 
door before she calls out to him. He turns, finding her twisted in the kitchen chair so that she 
is facing him. 


“Yes, Alina?” 


“T’m glad,” she tells him. “I’m glad you want to be a father to the baby. I am. I can see that 
you care.” 


Can she? How can she see that he cares when she looks at him and sees a monster, a black 
hole of greed and corruption that spilled onto her. 


He nods anyway. There is nothing more to be said tonight. 


--00-- 


Alina stares at the door, long after Aleksander has left, trying to untangle her feelings. When 
she finally manages to tear her gaze away and turn around, her eyes land on the discarded 
polaroid on the kitchen table. 


It taunts her. 
It heals her. 


She swipes it up, stands and walks over to her bookshelf. She puts the photo back where she 
found it, as if it was always that simple. As if to put something back where you found it is to 
transform it into something untouched one more. 


--00-- 


Inej is the first friend that Alina tells. Maybe it’s a strange choice, given that her friend once 
disapproved of the affair, and maybe even judged her for it. But in the end, she knows that 
Inej will not outwardly react to it. 


Then again, maybe there’s more to it than that. Maybe she wants to be judged. To tell 
someone is to confess, and maybe if she confesses, she can be absolved of some of the guilt 
she feels when she thinks of cheating on Mal, when she thinks of Aleksander cheating on his 
wife. 


“Say something,” Alina prompts. 


“T don’t know what to say. I...I truly didn’t suspect him. I guess I should have...I don’t know. 
I just didn’t.” 


Alina groans, face dropping into her hands. They both fall silent as an employee walks into 
the break room. The espresso machine hisses, the seconds ticking by. Neither utters a word 
until they are alone again. 


“T still just...1 can’t wrap my head around why I would do such a thing. I mean—this version 
of me you were friends with was a liar and a terrible person.” 


Inej’s expression softens as she reaches out and places her hand over Alina’s. “I don’t think 
you are, or were, a terrible person. Everyone has reasons for making the decisions they do. 
You aren’t your mistakes, and your mistakes don’t make you a monster.” 


“And what could my reasoning possibly have been? For making the same mistake over and 
over and over again.” 


Ine] tilts her head at her. “What is the reasoning for any ill-advised decisions?” 
Alina stares back. “What do you mean?” 


Inej laughs, seemingly amused. “Love.” 


Alina rolls her eyes. “It...1 don’t think it was like that. Not according to him.” 


Inej purses her lips. “Based on what you told me, you didn’t exactly give him the venue to 
talk about such a thing.” 


Alina thinks about how cold he seemed, thinks about how she opened the conversation by 
giving center stage to her anger and grief. She thinks about how happy the man in the 
polaroid picture seemed. 


“T don’t know.” 


“Well.” Inej takes a sip of her black coffee. “If what he said is true about wanting to be a 
father, you'll be in each other's lives for a long time—the rest of your lives, probably. 
Whatever the truth of your relationship was, it will reveal itself eventually.” 


=-OO== 


Weeks pass without another word breathed between the two of them. Alina isn’t sure where 
they stand or what is supposed to happen next. What does him being involved even entail? 
Has he changed his mind? Did he lie, fueled by guilt, even though she asked him not to? 


It’s a Tuesday night when she gets home from work, exhausted by both the stress of the work 
day and her attempts to come to terms with what happened between Aleksander and her 
every time she catches a glimpse of him at the office. She tosses her bag on the counter and 
walks over to her windows, opening each one and allowing the May spring air, already warm 
and balmy, to cleanse her small apartment. She takes her time watering her plants, only to 
find her phone buzzing on the counter when she returns to the sink. 


Before she looks at it, she assumes that it’s her group chat. She told the group about 
Aleksander last weekend and swore them to secrecy. Despite not having known them long— 
or at least, not remembering them—she realizes she truly believes she can trust them. She 
can’t remember the last time that she felt that kind of trust in a group of people. Before them, 
she doesn’t think her trust ever expanded beyond Mal. 


To her surprise it’s an unknown number instead. 
Unknown Number: Hi, its me 


Unknown Number: Aleksander, sorry. I assume you deleted my number, but I think you 
should have it. 


Alina stares at the texts and considers ignoring them for the time being. She isn’t in the 
headspace to deal with this, with him. She reconsiders though—she can’t ignore his 
existence. This is what she asked for. This is what it means to know who the father of her 
child is...or at least, this is what it means since he wants to be involved. She picks up her 
phone and adds his number. She’s halfway through typing out thanks , when another text 
comes through. 


Aleksander: You have your 20 week appointment this week, right? When and where? 


Alina freezes, staring down at her phone screen. For some reason, she never considered that 
his apparent interest in being a father included interest in her pregnancy. She remembers 
running into him on the way to her 16 week appointment and realizes he must have been 
tracking this. She doesn’t know what to think of that. 


Aleksander: I'd like to go to the appointment. I can drive us. 


Alina keeps staring, unable to dampen her amusement at the continuous string of messages. 
Nina would be scandalized by the quadruple texts. She bites down on her lip, brow raised, 
before a laugh escapes her when the three dots pop up yet again. She runs a hand through her 
hair, steadying herself. This man wasn’t good for her then and isn’t right for her now. She 
cannot get sucked into his orbit again. 


Aleksander: If that’s alright, of course. 


Alina allows her lips to soften into a smile once more. It will require balance, is all. She can 
do that. 


You: You’re welcome to come. It’s Thursday morning at 8am, but I don t need a ride 
Aleksander: I insist. I will pick you up at 7:30am. 


Alina rolls her eyes, setting her phone down. Balance will be a work-in-progress. 
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Alina watches the street from her window as Aleksander pulls up to the curb at 7:30 a.m. 
sharp. Well, he’s reliable then—at least in this manner. She grabs her purse off the table, 
trying to ignore the nerves fluttering through her as she makes her way downstairs. She has 
nothing to prove to this man, nothing to be nervous about. But even as the thought crosses 
her mind, she knows it’s bullshit. Of course she’s nervous. She has to co-parent with a 
stranger who knows her all too well. But she supposes it’s a good sign that he’s interested in 
things like doctors appointments, and driving her there, even if accepting his help does make 
her skin itch. Mal used to tease her about her extreme independence, about how she would 
never ask for help. She tries to shake off the fresh batch of guilt that the thought of him 
brings her. 


When she walks outside, Aleksander is leaning against the passenger side of the car. She 
abruptly stops. 


“Ts something wrong?” 

“Good morning.” He raises his brow, revealing the subtlest amusement. 
“Sorry, I just meant—why are you standing out here?” 

His only answer is opening the passenger side door for her. 


She scoffs, even as she walks forward and gets into the car. After he walks around the front 
of the car and slides into the driver’s seat, she turns to him. “You don’t need to do things like 
that just because I’m pregnant. I’m not incapable of opening a door.” 


He starts the car, checking his mirrors. “I never said you were incapable,” he says, pulling 
away from the curb. “And I didn’t open the door for you because you’re pregnant.” 


“Oh...well you don’t need to,” she emphasizes. 


His gaze remains intently focused on the road ahead of them. “Apologies,” he answers, after 
a beat. “Old habits...and all that.” 


Alina swallows thickly, absorbing his words. She turns to look out the window, hating that 
her first thought is that she doesn’t think Mal has ever opened a door for her. It’s a stupid 


thought—a meaningless one. Aleksander opens doors and has affairs with employees. Mal 
doesn’t open doors, but is a good and honest person. No contest. 


Staring out the window, she watches the city pass them by. People waiting at bus stops, just 
as she often does. A revolving door of people in business clothing passing through a coffee 
shop, picking up their caffeine of choice before heading into the office. Children being 
dropped off at a school. She realizes that will be her—or Aleksander—soon enough. She isn’t 
ready to consider the logistics of their situation yet, so she turns and faces the road once 
more. 


Her eyes scan the car, taking it in for the first time. The last two times she was in this car, it 
was dark and she was distracted—she didn’t notice just how nice the interior is. She isn’t sure 
why she would expect any less. Aleksander is loaded. It’s just that...it’s the first time that she 
considers that the father of her child, not her boss, is loaded. That feels different. It’s a 
reminder of how little she knows about him. Another reminder of all the things they still need 
to discuss in order to co-parent. Another reminder of all the possible arguments about 
differences in values and about what they think is best for their child. 


“How are you feeling?” His voice cuts through the silence of the car and the storm of 
thoughts bombarding her. 


“Fine.” She glances at him, feeling something like affection; he’s trying. “Good. The morning 
sickness is completely gone.” 


He nods slowly. A beat of silence passes before he asks, “Was it bad?” 
“It wasn’t good.” 
The corners of his lips twist into something resembling a smile. 
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Aleksander fiddles with his watch as he sits next to Alina in the waiting room. It’s a habit he 
despises, one that betrays his cool air of confidence he spent years perfecting. It’s a habit he 
picked up from his father, from years of watching him fiddle with his own watch, especially 
after arguments with his mother. He dares to sneak a glance at Alina’s stomach, at the bump 
beneath the flowy sleeveless blouse she’s wearing. He knows he can be a better father than 
his own. He promises it now—to the universe, he supposes. He cannot bring himself to say it 
to Alina or his child yet. 


When he was young, after his father left them, he blamed his mother for a long time. She was 
too harsh, too neurotic, too controlling. Things his father taught him to believe before he left, 
things that were not necessarily untrue. But it took him a long time to realize that a good 
father could have left his mother without leaving him. Looking at Alina, this rings more true 
than ever. Of course, it’s hard to imagine not loving Alina, but if that day ever came, there is 
nothing she could ever do to make him abandon their kid. Not a single thing. 


“Alina Starkov?” 


They both look up to find the nurse waiting for them. He fights the urge to hold Alina’s hand, 
or even do something as simple as place a guiding hand on her lower back. Yes—old habits 
really do die hard. He tries to shrink his presence when they enter the room, when Alina sits 
on the exam table and the nurse asks her routine questions. It’s a new practice for him. He’s 
used to projecting himself in a room—even when quiet, he is used to being the loudest 
presence. He is out of his element here though, and he doesn’t want Alina to regret him 
coming. He doesn’t want to get in the way. 


When the ultrasound technician comes in, Alina turns to where he’s leaning against the 
counter, arms crossed. 


“This is Aleksander,” she says to the other woman. It’s perfectly polite, perfectly nice, but the 
formality of it bruises him. “He’s the father.” 


If the technician knows anything about their situation, she doesn’t reveal it. She only smiles 
and congratulates him before turning on the machine. When Alina leans back and lifts her 
blouse to her ribcage, Aleksander is relieved that she isn’t looking at him, that she doesn’t see 
the way he stares at her bump, bare to him for the first time. Something catches in his throat, 
some emotion he has no name for because he’s never experienced it until now. That’s their 
child. That’s their child, and they are already so beautiful, that he doesn’t believe a single 
thread of their story is ugly. Not knowing it all leads to this moment now. 


“A little cold,” the technician warns, before squirting the jelly on her bump. 


Alina laughs softly, the kind of laugh he used to wrap himself in on lazy Sunday mornings. 
“I’m used to it.” 


Aleksander tears his eyes from Alina, the only force in the world with the ability to do so 
being the screen in front of him. 


The heartbeat echoes in the small room, the pulse of his new world. Alina rolls her head to 
the side to look up at him and offers a smile. He memorizes this smile, this image, this 
moment in time. He blinks a snapshot of it; the shudder of his breath, the shutter of a lens. 
Later, alone, he’!l pull the image out of safekeeping, will care for it with the delicacy of a 
weathered old photo. 


He will lose himself in it—one more fantasy, one more lifeline. He’ll free it of its scars and 
thread a new story through the bones of the memory—one where there was never a door 
between their goodbye, one where she knows his smile too. He can thread gold through her 
smile until it is something light again. Until it is the story she deserves. Until it no longer 
aches. 


She raises her brow at whatever godforsaken expression he must be wearing and their reality 
shatters over his head. 


“You okay?” she asks. 


He nods vigorously, shifting his gaze to the screen once more, hoping she will do the same. 
This isn’t his Alina. This isn’t someone he can bare himself to. Not yet, and maybe not ever. 


“Everything looks healthy.” The technician moves the wand over her bump. “The doctor will 
be in soon too.” She moves the wand once more. “Are you interested in learning the sex? 
Looks like we can tell today.” 


“No,” Alina answers, before Aleksander can even process the question. “It doesn’t matter to 
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me. 


He isn’t sure he agrees with the sentiment. Not that it matters to him, not that it makes a 
difference either way, but he’s admittedly curious. Even so, this isn’t the time to say 
something or the hill to die on. They’ve hardly discussed anything yet. 


--00-- 


The ride back to the office is quiet, Alina seemingly as lost in her thoughts as he is. When 
they pull into the garage, her voice slices through the taut silence. 


“Did you tell anyone?” she asks. “About...well, all of it, I guess.” 
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“No.” He pauses before clarifying. “Genya found out on her own, but she’ll remain quiet.’ 
“You’re sure?” 

Aleksander pulls into his spot. 

“Yes. She knows what it means to cross me.” 

Alina stares at him for a beat and he grips the steering wheel for a moment. 

“Okay,” she finally answers. “I told a few friends I trust, but they won’t say anything either.” 
He nods. 


“IT know we’ll have to tell people eventually,” she continues. “But in the meantime, can we 
keep it to ourselves? I just...” 


“T understand.” 


He does. Telling people is something that they have to prepare for, that they have to manage 
delicately. When it all comes out, it won’t be easy for either of them, but it will be far worse 
for Alina. She will be labeled a slut, a woman sleeping her way to the top. He will be labeled 
a predator, preying on his young employees, asserting his power over them for a taste of 
pleasure. That power is why it will be worse for Alina. This is his company and at the end of 
the day, he remains as untouchable as ever. Alina works with the people who will surely seek 
to discredit her hard work. He’ll do his best to shut down those rumors, to protect her from 
scrutiny, but he can’t be everywhere at once. He can’t control what people say behind closed 
doors and beneath the veil of group chats. He can’t bring himself to regret Alina, but he does 
regret what this will inevitably do to her. 


Alina clears her throat when he turns off the car. When she makes no move to leave, he stays 
put. “Everything alright?” 


“Yeah, I just... ’ve been thinking. Maybe we should get a paternity test,” she hurriedly says. 
“T just—just before we dive into all of this.” 


“A paternity test,” he echoes. 
“Yes.” 
“T don’t need a paternity test, Alina. I trust you.” 


She tilts her head at him, gaze curious. “How can you trust me, when I don’t even trust me? I 
mean,” she stutters. “I don’t have my memories, so there’s no way of knowing if I was with 
someone else. There’s no way of knowing if there are other...other candidates.” 


Frustration roils through him. Frustration that she doesn’t remember what they had, that she 
cannot somehow feel it still, memories or not. None of that is fair to her, but it’s there all the 
same. “I know there weren’t.” 


“How can you say that? We started sleeping together when we were both with other people. 
What makes you think that I wouldn’t do the same thing to you that I did to Mal?” She sighs, 
running her hands up her legs. “I didn’t think of it, until today. Until I...until I introduced you 
as the father. I was so taken aback when I found out about us, so relieved that I knew who the 
father of my child was, that I never took a moment to consider all the things I still don’t 
know.” 


Aleksander clears his throat, turning to her fully. “I don’t need a paternity test. But if you 
require one for your own peace of mind, then by all means, we can do one.” 


Alina nods. “Thank you.” 
“Of course.” 


His hand moves to the door handle, ready to leave this car and conversation. He feels like 
he’s suffocating. 


“T’m sorry,” she murmurs. 
He pauses, lets go of the door. “You have nothing to apologize for.” 
“T know. I guess I mean...I’m sorry this hurts you too.” 

--00-+ 


Four days after her doctor’s appointment, Alina is laying on her bed and reading one of her 
new pregnancy books. Candles are lit throughout her apartment and she feels oddly at peace 
in this moment, despite the disarray in her life. 


Learning of her relationship with Aleksander was a shock, but even so, she’s glad she knows. 
She’s glad she reclaimed that piece of history, even if she did have to experience it through 
the lens of someone else. And thanks to the results of the paternity test they received 
yesterday, she also has a definitive answer as to who the father of her child is. She has friends 


supporting her through all of this, and all in all, this is the closest she’s felt to settled since 
she woke up in the hospital. 


When her eyes are on the verge of surrendering to sleep, she stretches out fully, arms over her 
head for a beat before her hand returns to her bump. In her bralette and sleep shorts, she 
traces her finger over her bare skin, her mind doing somersaults over the fact that she’s 
growing a human inside her. One moment she thinks she’s adjusted to the idea, and the next 
she feels like the world is dissolving around her. 


She sits up for a moment, knees bent, to examine her toe nail polish that’s in serious need of a 
touch up. Maybe it’s the candlelight that makes it noticeable, but for the first time, her eyes 
land on a silver scar running along the outside of her left foot. She knits her brow as she 
twists to get a better look. She’s certain that she didn’t have this scar before, which means it 
must have happened in the last year. It doesn’t look like it required stitches, but it isn’t 
insignificant either. She traces it lightly with her finger, mesmerized by the fact that her body 
has undergone an entire journey without her. 


Then, for the first time since the shower months ago, she feels it again; a glimmer of the past, 
a flicker of a memory. It’s too delicate to examine closely—not like watching a television 
screen, like witnessing the memory. It is a feeling instead; fear and elation. She closes her 
eyes, willing her mind not to let another memory slip through her fingers again. She 
remembers blood, she remembers a man’s hand on her calf beneath her. She tastes whiskey. It 
leaves her, flowing like a river to somewhere she cannot follow. 


Despite the answers she has from Aleksander and her friends, moments like these are when 
she feels most frustrated with her loss of memories. Other people can tell her about her 
interactions with people, or present a timeline of facts to her. But her feelings and even now, 
her body, are things that belong deeply and intimately to herself. She is owed the stories of 
her scars—both the ones she can see and the gashes across her heart—but she needs to find a 
way to live without them anyway. 


--00-- 


Alina is working through her lunch today, determined to get a jump start on her projects. She 
feels like she’s playing catch up from her missed time and trying to get ahead of her 
maternity leave all at once. Nina brings her a salad from their favorite spot and forces Alina 
to take a ten minute break and eat with her at her desk, but that’s all Alina will allow. 


It’s nearing 5 p.m. when Aleksander pings her on their work instant messaging system. Most 
of the office has left, with only a few employees left who will trickle out over the next hour. 
She squints in confusion when she sees that he sent her a link. When she clicks it, she 
belatedly wonders if he’s been hacked. It brings her to the page of a realtor. 


Alina Starkov: What is this? 
Thirty seconds pass before the chat box informs her that he’s typing. 


Aleksander Morozova: My realtor. I already told her you'll be in contact soon. Let her know 
your preferences and she will take care of everything. 


Alina Starkov: ???? 

Alina Starkov: I dont need a realtor? What are you talking about 

Aleksander Morozova: Where do you intend to live when the baby is born? 
Alina Starkov: ...in my home. The apartment I already have. 

Aleksander Morozova: That is not an apartment, that is a room. Call the realtor. 


Alina huffs, cracking her knuckles as she stares down the screen. Who does he think he is? 
Just because he’s the father of her child doesn’t mean he can dictate how she lives. She starts 
typing a long message—one with several expletives that probably shouldn’t be said over the 
work system—before she takes a deep breath and deletes it all. This is all wrong—both his 
messages and the fact that they’re having this conversation over the computer. 


She feels a little ridiculous marching over to his office, especially since her bump prevents 
her from looking anything close to intimidating. Genya looks up in alarm as she approaches, 
and so she must not be masking her emotions well. Maybe Aleksander can give her lessons 
on that, and in return, she can teach him how not to be a presumptuous asshole. 


“Alina—” 


Alina ignores her, walking into his office without preamble, much like she did that fateful 
night weeks ago. He looks up at her from his desk, appearing genuinely confused as to why 
she just burst into his office. 


“Alina?” 


She shuts the door before turning to face him again, stomping up to his desk. “You don’t get 
to make decisions about where I live. That’s not how this works.” 


He leans back in his chair, too relaxed for her liking. ““You can’t raise a child in a studio 
apartment. 


“T know that,” she huffs, even as her cheeks flush. Now that he’s pointed it out, she feels a 
little embarrassed about her plan to stay there. She was too overwhelmed to consider moving 
on her own and simply convinced herself it would work. 


“You know that?” he questions, quirking an eyebrow at her. “But you’re doing it anyway?” 
She crosses her arms—a little awkwardly—over her bump. “I’m not paying to break my 
lease, that’s ridiculous. My lease is up at the end of October, so I’Il move then,” she tells him, 
as if that was the plan all along. 


“You think it will be easier to move with a newborn, than it will be to move now?” 


She blushes once more, looking away for a beat. 


“Alina,” he prompts, more gently than mere seconds ago. “I don’t understand why you’re 
angry. I’ve taken care of everything and you can choose wherever it is that you want to live.” 


“I’m angry because you should have asked ,” she snaps at him. “These things should be 
discussions, not—not commands. This isn’t going to work if you think you can call the shots 
on everything without consulting me first—especially when this isn’t something you actually 
have a say in anyway.” 


His face hardens and he sits up straighter, tensing for the first ttme since she walked in. “I 
don’t have a say in where my child lives?” 


“Not if the place is safe for a child. Then no—you don’t.” 


“You have no opinion or thoughts at all about my own apartment?” he questions. “Where our 
child will live half the time?” 


Alina swallows, taking a step back. She hadn’t considered the baby wouldn’t live with her 
full-time. They hadn’t discussed custody at all, actually. Yet another thing they need to do. 
Yet another way that they’re ill-prepared for what’s to come. 


Aleksander sighs, running a hand down his face before looking up at her once more. “I know 
you don’t want me taking care of you, but if you won’t let me do this for you, will you let me 
do it for our child? I want the best for them and I can provide that. Are you going to let your 
stubbornness, this foolish notion that you need no one, be the reason our child doesn’t have 
the things in life that they could? Are you really going to be that selfish?” 


Tears prick her eyes, a sickening guilt swelling in her chest. “Fuck you.” 
“Alina—” 
For a second time, she storms out of his office. 

ayes 


Aleksander pauses outside of her door, reconsidering whether this is the best course of action. 
Maybe he should wait until tomorrow, let both of them cool down for a night before trying to 
discuss this again. Maybe it’s him who’s the selfish one, because the reason he ultimately 
knocks on her door is because he can’t stand the idea of returning to his empty apartment. He 
can’t stand the idea of spending the night staring at the ceiling, his regrets whirling around in 
his mind like the blades of the fan above him. 


She opens the door slowly, seemingly unsurprised to see him on the other side. 
“I’m sorry.” It feels like a good place to start. 


She quickly shakes her head. ““No—I’m sorry. You were right. I was acting selfish. I don’t—” 
Her voice cracks and something in him cracks with it. “I don’t want to be a selfish mom.” 


“Alina, you’re not—” She backs away from the step towards her that he takes. His eyes 
flutter closed for a beat as he remembers himself, as he reminds himself that this woman isn’t 


his to comfort. This woman isn’t waiting for his embrace—especially when he’s the one who 
hurt her. “I didn’t mean it,” he tells her. “I’m sorry. Please...forgive me. I was out of line and 
lost my temper. I didn’t mean it.” 


She sniffles and nods, but he can see that his words have had no effect on her. He can’t use 
this apology to scrape off words already engraved in her from earlier. 


“Are you up to talking?” he asks. “I’d like to actually discuss it—as well as a few other 
things—if you’re not too tired.” 


She shakes her head, opening the door wider and stepping aside. There are takeout containers 
on the kitchen counter and a few candles lit, her television paused on an episode of New Girl 
. He walks over to the kitchen table, taking a seat like he did weeks ago. She sits across from 
him and it’s only now that he realizes she’s wearing that damn sweatshirt of his again. He 
supposes he deserves it. 


She runs her hand over the surface of the table, her gaze transfixed on it when she speaks. 
“T’Il call the realtor,” she tells him. “Tomorrow.” 


The fierceness of her earlier tone has withered. Even if this is the most logical route forward, 
he hates what he’s done—that he’s made himself another force in the world used to chip 
away at her. He doesn’t want to be another reason Alina needs to be strong. He wants to be a 
place she feels safe falling apart. 


“T was wrong.” 
She looks up at him, curious eyes flitting across his face. 


“T still think it’s a good idea to move,” he clarifies. “But you were right—I went about it the 
wrong way. I...I should have discussed it with you first instead of making assumptions about 
how you felt and what you wanted. I’m sorry for that.” 


“Thank you,” she murmurs. 


He looks at her and his chest feels tight with how much he aches for her. How much he 
misses the woman sitting right in front of him, how much he would give up to simply have 
her look up at him with warm recognition once more. 


“I—I’ve felt so out of control,” he blurts. “With everything, I just—there’s so much I can’t 
fix, but I can fix things like where you live. I just needed to feel like I was actually in the 
driver seat, I guess.” He runs a hand through his hair. “I don’t know.” 


She furrows her brow, leaning back in her chair. “You don’t think I feel the same?” she asks. 
“T’m...it’s exhausting. I feel like there’s just—just so many things to work through, and to do 
, and I can’t take a break or catch my breath or—” 


She abruptly cuts herself off, as if remembering that she shouldn’t be demonstrating any 
weakness in front of him. It’s the same Alina who said /’// try again so many times in the 


early days of the rebranding project, who faced him with staunch determination each day 
before the night she allowed herself to melt. 


“T feel like I have no control over where I am today,” she continues. “Like someone else 
made all these decisions and now I have to live with the consequences of that. ’m...?’m 
excited about the baby. I wouldn’t have kept it if it wasn’t what I wanted. But you trying to 
tell me where to live...it just felt like one more thing that I don’t get to make a decision 
about.” 


He thinks of the old them, and how they would have taken these feelings to bed. Sex didn’t 
heal their grief, nor did it change the state of the world or the challenges they faced, but they 
did find a sort of release in each other he had never experienced before. They fit together 
perfectly that way; he could take back the control he felt he lost as a child, that no amount of 
power at his company seemed to rectify. Alina could finally let go, could stop trying; her 
submission was its own form of control. For the first time in her life, she let herself be cared 
for by someone else. But that surrender of control requires trust, which isn’t something that 
she has in him. Not anymore. 


“I’m sorry. I understand that now.” He isn’t sure what else there is to say. 


She nods, the subtle movement ending their string of apologies. “So,” she prompts. “Maybe 
we should talk about...other things, while you’re here.” She picks at a hangnail on her 
thumb, but her gaze remains steady. “Things like custody. Things like finances. I mean—if I 
really am going to live somewhere on your dime, I need to know that you won’t kick me out 
at a moment’s notice, that—” 


“Alina—” 


“No, I know. I know you’ll say you never will and I believe that you believe that now. But we 
don’t know what will happen. I’Il never feel safe if I’m living according to your whims. I 
need—TI need the legal protection, the certainty, of whatever we decide on.” 


“Tf that’s what you need, Ill sign whatever you want. I can arrange a meeting with my lawyer 
for you, she can represent us both—” 


“Aleksander.” Alina smiles, seemingly amused, as she tilts her head at him. She looks like a 
mother already—one waiting for her child to understand a very basic point. 


He laughs, surprised by the genuineness of it. “Right. You can find your own lawyer.” 
Alina nods, still smiling. “You’re learning—” 


Her lips part in surprise, brow knitted as her hand moves to her bump. Aleksander stands—to 
do what, exactly, he does not know. But his heart plummets into his stomach, nerves clawing 
at the back of his neck until Alina breaks into a smile. 


“What is it?” 


Her smile is the sun rising and setting on his every day. “The baby moved. It was the first, I 
—it’s the first time I felt it.” 


He grips the table, fragile joy blooming beneath ruin. Whatever Alina sees as she looks at 
him causes her expression to soften. “I don’t think you’ll be able to feel yet, but you can try,” 
she offers. “If you want.” 


He swallows, only capable of staring back at her for a beat. Is he ready for this? Is he ready 
for their child that has been the centerpoint of his life for months, to truly materialize beneath 
his hands? This child with Alina—a woman who feels hesitant about the child being half 
him, even as he feels everything about the child being half her. 


“Okay.” 


He walks around the table and kneels on one knee in front of her. He has the distinct feeling 
of praying at an altar, of begging for mercy at the feet of a Queen. She pulls her sweatshirt— 
his sweatshirt—up to reveal her bump. When he does nothing but stare, she takes his hand 
herself and lays his palm flat against her skin, sliding it slightly to the left. 


“Are they moving now?” he murmurs. “You can feel them still?” 
“Yeah,” she confirms. 


She was right. He can’t feel them yet, but it doesn’t matter. The knowledge that Alina can 
feel this piece of him, this relic that survived the destruction of what they once had, is enough 
for him. 


They stay like that for a few minutes, the only sounds in the small apartment their unsteady 
breaths; out of tune with one another, but creating something resembling music all the same. 
Neither addresses the fact that she hasn’t moved her hand from on top of his. He stares at the 
sight of it. Chipped navy polish, a hangnail on her thumb he wishes he could kiss. Her hand a 
delicate shroud over his larger rough one, shielding bruteness with grace. 


When she finally removes her hand from his, her fingertips leave sparks in their path as they 
drag across the back of his hand. The ache in his chest swells, his lungs trapped by the weight 
of his longing for her. 


“Crazy,” he murmurs, shaking his head as he stands. 
“Tt is,” she agrees, moving his sweatshirt back in place. 


This is the first time the thought materializes, rising from a precarious dream that he hasn’t 
had the courage to confront since Alina woke up. 


Maybe they could try again. 
Maybe she could love him again. 


Reality punctures the dream. Too close, he thinks. Too close to the sun once more. It is a 
miracle she fell in love with him once—if even that. She never said it, after all. But twice? 


There is nothing within reach on this Earth that is beyond a miracle. Only static space; 
impossibility, futility. 


He sits back down across from her, leans back in the chair and crosses his leg over his thigh. 
“So you were saying?” 


The laughter he draws from her is a victory in itself and he can’t help but smile in return. 
When he does, she gives him a curious look. 


“What?” 

“T didn’t know you did that.” 

“Did what?” 

“Smile.” 

He quirks a brow at her and she offers a mocking frown in return. “Always so serious.” 


“Not with you.” The words are there, suspended between them, before he can think better of 
them. To his relief, she doesn’t shy away from the reference to what they once were, like he 
believes she would have a month ago. 


“T guess I had a special talent,” she jokes. 


“A one-of-a-kind one.” He pauses. He shouldn’t say more, but the words are piling up behind 
his ribcage. “You... we understood each other, once. Despite everything, despite how you 
probably believe we were...we were So easy.” 


Alina runs her finger over the surface of the table, over that same scratch. “I remembered 
something for the first time.” She confesses it like it’s something she keeps close to her heart. 
“Kind of, anyway. There’s...there’s a scar on the side of my left foot. It wasn’t there a year 
ago and—I had this feeling—sort of blurry, but...it was the closest I’ve felt to remembering 
anything.” 


He swallows, trying his best to keep his deteriorating mask intact. “Oh?” 
Alina smiles, a blush darkening her cheeks. “You were there, weren’t you?” 
“What do you remember?” 


“A hand—your hand,” she corrects herself. “Your hand on my calf, and blood obviously, 
and...and whiskey.” 


There it is again. That vexing beast of a thing called hope. 


“Yes,” he confirms. “I was there.” He isn’t sure if he should say anything more than that. It 
isn’t a story she’ll like, if her previous reactions are anything to go by. 


“Will you tell me the rest?” she asks. 


“Are you sure you want to hear it?” 
She nods and her hand moves to the swell of her bump. 


“It was...our first time together,” he starts. “It was in my office and we were working late. 
You told me you had a bad fight with Malyen. I poured us whiskey and—” 


He pauses, remembering the white lie he told her. J kissed you first . Maybe that wasn’t the 
right choice, but he doesn’t want to change their story now...not when she can finally look at 
him with something more than regret. He supposes it doesn’t matter anyway—not really. 


“And?” 


“And I sat down on the edge of the desk and you sat down next to me. We were talking and... 
and I kissed you. When I pulled away, I feared I overstepped, but then you kissed me back. 
When you did, I was so surprised that I dropped my glass and it shattered on the floor. 
Things...progressed from there. And when—” 


“There?” she balks. “In your office?” 


He can’t help but chuckle at the scandalized expression she’s wearing. Especially when he 
thinks about the other unseemly places that he fucked her. He loved that about her—her 
shyness threaded with boldness, her naiveté threaded with lust. It drove him crazy. It still 
does. 


“Yes. In my office.” 


“Oh my God.” She leans forward, elbows landing on the table as she buries her face in her 
hands. He waits a moment, as she shakes with laughter, until she looks up at him once more. 
“T’ve never done anything like that before.” 


“I’m aware.” 
She takes a breath and licks her lips. “And...and my foot?” 


“After...you stepped on glass when you slid off the desk. You weren’t wearing shoes. I 
cleaned the cut and bandaged it.” 


“You did?” 


He knits his brow. “Of course.” He doesn’t know what to make of the tenderness in her eyes. 
“Couldn’t have you trailing blood all over the office,” he jokes. “It’s bad form to let 
employees bleed out at work.” 


She barks a surprised laugh. “You make a good point.” 


She looks at him for a moment longer and he watches as the lightness between them 
dissipates, as she sobers up and a somber fog veils them once more. 


“Thanks—for telling me.” 


He nods. “Of course.” 


“So—we got distracted. But about...about custody. Did you mean what you said earlier? 
About the baby living with you half the time? You want to have joint physical custody as 
well as legal?” 


He resists the urge to give into whatever she wants. The one piece of himself he cannot 
compromise on her behalf is their child. “Yes, I do.” 


She nods. “Okay.” 

“Does that upset you?” 

She chews on the inside of her cheek. “Not in the way you think.” 
“And what way is that?” 


“T don’t...I don’t have a problem with them being with you half the time. In fact, I know it’s 
for the best. It’s only...I already know I’m going to miss them a lot.” 


“Me too.” 


She nods again, seemingly lost in thought for a moment. “Are you okay with me having sole 
physical custody in the beginning?” Her voice cracks over her words. “I think Ill need to, for 
feeding. We’ll have to look into how long that’s feasible, and—” 


He places his hand over hers on instinct and she quiets. ““That’s fine, Alina. I understand that. 
We can work out the more minute details another time.” 


She sighs, seemingly relieved, and nods once more. 
“Maybe we should table this,” he suggests. “It’s been a long night and we have time.” 
“Yeah...yeah, that sounds good. Thank you.” 


He tells her goodnight and lets himself out, closing the door behind him. He drops his head 
against the door like he did on that cold night so long ago, staying long enough to hear her 
first sob. 


==00-= 
“Ayyy!” Nina yells upon opening the door. 
Alina laughs, holding up a grocery bag full of snacks. “I brought the requested goods.” 


“That’s why you’re my favorite,” she gushes, taking the bag and stepping aside. “Come in, 
come in.” 


Alina has been looking forward to this movie night. It’s a light and much needed distraction 
from the heaviness surrounding Aleksander and the baby. She wants nothing more than to 


settle in, laugh with her friends, and overdose on chocolate covered pretzels. 


Nina heads to the kitchen and Alina walks into the living room, noting that she’s the last to 
arrive. Wylan and Jesper are on the loveseat—-sitting closer than usual, she notices—and Ine} 
is curled up on the lounge chair. She’s looking down at her phone and biting down on a smile. 


“Who are you smiling at?” Alina teases. 
“No one,” she answers, at the same time that Jesper answers, “Kaz.” 
Inej squints at him and rolls her eyes, but she doesn’t dispute it. 


Alina walks over to the couch and sits down, her movements increasingly awkward these 
days. “Has he confessed his undying love to you yet?” she teases. 


“Tt’s not like that,” she insists. 
“Bullshit,” Jesper says. 
Inej looks to Wylan for help, but he only shrugs. “It’s kind of true.” 


She groans. “Leave it alone,” she mumbles. When Nina walks in carrying bowls of snacks, 
Inej’s eyes light up. “Let’s discuss Matthias instead.” 


Nina sets the bowls down on the coffee table and sits down next to Alina on the couch. 
“Easy. He’s incredibly hot, a great fuck, and I’m pretty sure still a little bit afraid of me.” She 
shrugs, popping a chip into her mouth. “The undying love confession will come eventually, 
I’m sure,” she jokes. “But maybe not before Kaz’s.” 


“Speaking of,” Jesper says, dramatically turning to look at Alina. “How’s the baby daddy?” 
Alina frowns, eating a chocolate-covered pretzel. “Complicated,” she mumbles. 
“Oh?” Nina asks. 


“Not like that—nothing’s happened. Nothing is going to happen. It’s just—” She gestures 
vaguely to the space around her. “All of it is complicated. It’s hard.” 


Nina places a comforting hand on her knee. “I’m sorry, hon.” 


“We talked about custody a few nights ago. He told me he wanted joint physical custody and 
I almost burst into tears in front of him. Luckily I managed until he left—then I promptly 
burst into tears thirty seconds later. It’s just so—” She sighs, eating another pretzel. “It’s so 
stupid. It’s good he wants to be an involved father. But I just...” She looks down at her hand 
resting on her bump. “I’m already thinking about how hard it’II be, and then I get emotional, 
and...it’s hormones. I’ll get over it. P’ll have to.” 


“That’s completely valid,” Inej says. 


“And hey,” Jesper says. “It sounds hard now, but I bet after the baby gets here it’Il be nice to 
have a break.” 


“Yeah...” Alina bites into another pretzel. “Maybe.” 
A beat of awkward silence follows before Wylan pipes up. “Movie?” 
Alina shoots him a grateful look. “Please.” 


Nina presses play and Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind begins to roll. The premise isn’t 
a cruel choice or strike of irony—Alina chose the movie tonight. Jesper had thoughtlessly 
made a joke about it weeks ago and Alina told him she’d never seen it. She looked up the 
premise that night and decided she wanted to watch it. Maybe it’s a bad idea. Maybe it will 
hit too close to home, but she hopes it will be cathartic instead. She wants to spend time with 
someone who understands what she’s going through—even if it’s not exactly the same, even 
if it’s a fictional character. She just wants someone to understand her. 


About twenty minutes into the movie, a true strike of irony hits. As the scenes unfold before 
her, as Joel and Clementine wade through life without memories of one another, one of her 
own lost memories trickles through her brain, pulsing in her heart and through her veins. 


“Ts there anything that would make you want to forget me?” Alina looks up at Aleksander 
from where shes laying with her head on his bare chest, waiting for an answer. 


Her small apartment is cozy tonight. Christmas lights are strung above the window and a 
small tabletop tree is on top of the kitchen table. A cinnamon candle on her bookshelf is lit 
and Aleksander and her are wrapped up in each other in bed, Eternal Sunshine of the 
Spotless Mind playing on her television in front of her bed. 


His hand runs up and down her back and he tears his eyes from the television, smiling down 
at her. “Dont be crazy, baby.” 


She sits up, palm on his chest as she looks down at him. “It’s not crazy. What if something 
terrible happened and—and it was too painful?” 


“Not even then.” 
“You ’re just saying that. Tell the truth—I won t be insulted.” 


He raises his brow, seemingly amused by the accusation. “I already told my truth. Sounds 
like it’s you that would want your memories erased.” 


“No.” She says it with a bone-deep conviction. She isn t even sure why that’s her answer. 
Why would anyone want to be in pain? But she knows she would prefer it to forgetting him. 
She'd rather walk around with a scarred heart than with one untouched by him. 


“No?” he teases. “You sure? Tell the truth—I won t be insulted.”’ 


“Stop it,” she laughs, swatting at him before she lays back down in his arms. His fingers 
begin to thread through her hair and in spite of everything they endured to reach this 


moment, she feels at peace. “Do you promise?” she murmurs. 


“Yeah, baby girl. I promise.” His fingers massage her scalp and she hums happily, snuggling 


closer. “Even with no memories, I'd still find my way back to you. I’d find you on our own 
Charles River, just like them. I promise.” 


“Good.” She closes her eyes for a moment, absorbing the subtle rise and fall of his chest. “T 
promise too.” 


Joel and Clementine listen to the tapes, and Alina tries to breathe. The credits roll, and tears 
stream steadily down her flushed cheeks. 


“Alina?” Nina asks. “Are you okay?” 
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Chapter Notes 
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“One of the best parts of this one is the natural lighting.” Linda's heels click along the 
hardwood floor as she walks through the living room. “Especially this room here,” the realtor 
adds, walking into one of the bedrooms. 


Alina follows her into the room, arms folded across her chest. Linda is right—it’s the front 
bedroom of the single floor penthouse condo of the building. Three tall windows line the 
wall, allowing the afternoon light to shine through. 


“It would make for a beautiful nursery.” Linda smiles at her, her pink-painted lips stretching 
across her face. 


“It’s beautiful.” Despite Alina’s words, her expression must give her away. Linda frowns 
sympathetically. 


“Don’t worry, hon—we have a few more places on my list.” 


“No, no—there’s nothing wrong with this one at all.” She shrugs, walking a few paces and 
looking up at the high ceilings. “It’s just... big.” 


“Oh...Mr. Morozova specified you were looking for a three bedroom, two bath minimum.” 
She pulls her phone out and begins to scroll. “I can add some smaller places to my list—” 


“No,” Alina cuts her off. “Really, it’s alright. Aleks’s—Mr. Morozova’s—directions were 
correct. My room, the nursery, and a guest room...” 


She trails off, hugging her chest as she walks over to the window and looks down at the tree- 
lined street below. It’s a beautiful, family-friendly neighborhood. By all accounts, this place 
really is perfect. She loves how the old building has character, even though it’s been 
renovated. She loves the exposed brick and original hardwood flooring, the bright white 
walls and the original, nearly floor to ceiling windows that stretch toward the high ceiling. 


She loves it all, except for the nagging feeling that it’s...lonely. She’s being foolish. It’s only 
that she’s never lived in a large space alone. Her apartment with Mal was a small one 
bedroom, and her current studio is small and cozy. But there is something more too...the 
daunting realization that she has to raise her baby alone in this large space. Suddenly the 
space itself feels like the insurmountable challenge that raising a child alone will be. Of 
course, Aleksander has made it clear he wants to be involved, but it isn’t the same as doing 
this with a true partner. 


She turns and finds that Linda is still smiling at her, with that same sympathetic twitch in her 
cheeks. 


“Tt’s beautiful,” Alina repeats. “Is it...can I think about it?” 
“Of course, hon.” 
=260== 


Alina waits until most of the office has emptied out before she approaches Aleksander’s 
office. To her surprise, Genya is still sitting at her desk, next to his office door. 


Alina stops short. She hasn’t interacted with the woman since she stopped by her apartment 
with the gift basket, back when Genya knew more about Alina then she herself did. 


“Hi, Alina.” Genya smiles politely—like she doesn’t know Alina was sleeping with her boss 
for months, like she doesn’t even care. Then again, maybe she doesn’t. 


“Hi.” She crosses her arms awkwardly, wishing she could hide her bump, wishing she wasn’t 
wearing evidence of their affair. “Is he...is he available?” 


“Of course. Go right ahead.” 


Of course. It’s as if Genya has been instructed to always let her in, as if Alina is more 
important than any client or colleague he might be meeting with. 


Alina manages something like a smile before passing Genya’s desk and pushing open the 
door. By the time she closes it and turns to face him, he’s already looking at her. She doesn’t 
miss how his eyes flicker to her growing bump before they reach her face. 


“Everything alright?” 


Even with no memories, I’d still find my way back to you. I’d find you on our own Charles 
River, just like them. I promise. 


She forces a smile as she walks over to his desk, trying to shake the memory. “Does 
something have to be wrong for me to visit your office?” 


His responding smile is wry, shadowed by amusement. “As of late, yes.” 


Alina opens her mouth to answer—to deny it, even though it’s true—but he abruptly turns 
towards his computer, as if only just remembering something. 


“Ah, Linda called. She told me you didn’t find anything you liked yesterday.” His eyes scan 
the screen as he navigates to some unknown website. 


“It’s not that I didn’t like—” 
“She’s already found—” 
“Really, it’s fine—” 


“__a few more places, but—” 


“Sasha!” 


He immediately falls quiet, blinking at her for a moment. Her words catch up with her a beat 
after he hears them and she shakes her head, just as confused as him. 


“Sorry, I...I have no idea why I called you that. I don’t even know any...I don’t even...I 
don’t know.” 


He stares at her a beat longer and she watches as he swallows thickly, tapping his fingers on 
his desk. 


“That’s uh...it’s a nickname.” He lets go of the computer mouse and runs a hand over his 
beard, leaning back in his chair. “Mine. I, um—not many call me that. No one here.” 


“Oh.” She knits her brow, twisting her hands in her lap. “I didn’t, uh—I’m sorry.” 
“You don’t need to be sorry.” 


They stare at each other for a moment longer and Alina feels the tension between them 
dragging her closer to him, even as it threatens to pull her apart at the seams. 


“But?” she asks, when she finds her voice. 

“But what?” 

“You were saying, she found a few more places, but .” 

“And you interrupted,” he teases. “What did you want to say?” 
She shakes her head. “No, go ahead.” 


He purses his lips, an amused glint still in his dark eyes. “I was just going to say, I went 
ahead and found a few places to look at too. I, uh...I gave her some guidelines, but I know 
what you like, so...I figured it would be easier for me to look directly.” 


Warmth buzzes in Alina’s stomach. 
I know what you like. 


When she found out about their relationship, she assumed that Aleksander knew her well. But 
that knowledge rang hollow without any memories of him, like the bones of an old house 
with everything that once made it a home torn from the flooring, the walls; the very 
foundation of it had caved in. Her new memory of him, even though it was merely a glimpse 
of their life together, breathed life into that house again. His words mean something more 
now, and she isn’t sure what to do with that. 


She doesn’t realize she’s been staring at him, silent, until she watches his face drop and 
shoulders tense. 


“I’m sorry.” He slowly pulls his hand back from the mouse, as if setting down a loaded 
weapon. “I’m overstepping again, aren’t I?” 


She shakes her head, scooting her chair closer to the desk. 


“No, you’re not.” She tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I...I actually really liked 
one of the places we saw yesterday.” 


He raises his brow, waiting for her to continue. 


Is it insane if she suggests this? She isn’t sure what would be worse—him being put off by 
this offer, or him believing that it’s an offer for something more than what it is. One memory 
doesn’t change things between them, even if it is sparking something in her that she isn’t 
ready to face. Then again, maybe that’s exactly why this is a terrible idea. Even so, she can’t 
seem to put it out of her mind. 


Why is this so hard to ask for? 


Maybe for the same reasons it’s always been hard to ask for help—because she can’t stand 
the thought of depending on anyone so completely. But something in her has changed, like 
broken bones mended into a new form that she isn’t quite comfortable in yet. She somehow 
needs to learn to acknowledge that new form, even if she doesn’t remember the journey that 
led her here. 


She takes a deep breath, hand on her bump. “TI just...it struck me how...how big the place 
was. And, I...I had an idea, but maybe it’s a bad one.” 


“And why is it a bad one?” 
“Well, I haven’t told you what it is.” 


“T know.” He smiles, and she can’t help but wonder if he’s seemed lighter since that 
nickname slipped through her lips. “So please...go ahead.” 


“What if, well, I was thinking...” 
“Yes?” 
“We both agreed to joint physical custody.” 


She watches him tense and knows what he must be thinking; she could never do that though. 
No matter how it makes her feel, she would never scheme to keep Aleksander away from the 
baby. She speaks quickly, hoping none of those thoughts take root in his mind. 


“And I was thinking—at least for the first year or so—maybe it would make the most sense, 
logically, if we lived together.” 


“Lived together,” he echoes, as if he doesn’t quite understand the meaning. 


Her stomach drops. “It might be a bad idea,” she mumbles. “Like I said.” 


“No.” He leans forward, palms flat against his desk. “No, it’s not. It’s only...I didn’t think 
you would be comfortable with that. Are you sure you’d be alright with that?” His eyes 
sweep over her face and his expression softens. “Alina, I know the baby will have to spend 
most of the time with you in the first year. If your concern is that I’ll insist otherwise, then I 
promise that there isn’t a need for this.” 


“TJ...” Was that her primary motivation? She thinks of that big apartment again. She thinks of 
how daunting it feels to face raising a newborn completely on her own. “No, that isn’t it.” 
She looks away for a beat, unable to focus on her words with him staring at her like that. “If 
you don’t want this, if you’re uncomfortable living together as friends—because that’s what 
it would be—then I understand. But the reason I’m asking is, I guess...I guess it sounded 
nice to be able to do this with a partner and not on my own.” She swallows thickly. 


“T can do this on my own, to be clear,” she adds. The vulnerability of this conversation feels 
like scraping raw skin on gravel and she can’t help but add that clarification in order to 
maintain a scrap of self-preservation. “But, I guess I just—” 


“T agree,” he interrupts. “I’d like to move in together for now, if you’re sure you’re okay with 
this.” 


Alina exhales a breath of relief. “I’m okay with it.” She offers a teasing smile. “That’s why I 
asked.” 


He smiles, scratching his beard. “Right...I suppose that’s right.” He seems to relax for a 
moment, leaning back in his chair for a beat, before he sits up straighter again. “I guess we 
ought to tell people soon,” he prompts. “Especially since we’ll be moving in together.” 


She knows that he’s right. She knows this isn’t a secret they can keep, even if she wanted to. 
But she’s dreading it all the same. She knows how it will look for her—there won’t be any 
congratulatory smiles, only judgment and resentment from her coworkers. 


“T know.” She bites down on her lip. “How do we...how should we do that?” 


“My annual birthday charity gala is next Saturday. Maybe that would be a good time to make 
an announcement. I think it might be best to face it head on, rather than letting the rumor mill 
run wild.” 


“Charity gala?” she questions. “And your birthday—it’s next week?” 


His hands return to his lap and he cracks his knuckles. “Right...I suppose you don’t 
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remember last year’s. 
She laughs. “That would be correct.” 


“T have Genya plan it each year—we invite the company and clients. The price of admission 
goes to charity, and most clients donate an additional amount.” 


“Oh...and...and how old are you turning?” She shakes her head at herself. “I feel bad for 
only wondering this now.” 


He purses his lips, like he doesn’t want to say. “Forty.” 
A laugh escapes her. 

“Something funny?” 

“No, old man—nothing at all.” 


His smile widens and he tilts his head at her, amusement in his eyes. Despite his expression, 
his words are weighted with more earnest intent. 


“Does that bother you?” he asks. “My age—or rather, our age difference.” 


Alina quirks a brow, looking down and giving her bump a pointed look. “It couldn’t have 
bothered me too much, apparently.” 


He chuckles. “And now?” 


Her heart pounds faster as she remembers that dream—or maybe, she’s beginning to realize, 
that memory. 


I 


“Daddy,” she whimpered, remembering herself. ““Please—let me come.’ 


“Good girl,” he cooed, leaning down to suck a mark onto her neck. “Come for me,” he 
commanded. “Come for Dadady.”’ 


Guilt threads with lust threads with shame, her cheeks flushing. Does that really get her off? 
She and Mal never explored that dynamic, to say the least. But she can’t deny that something 
about those words, about this age difference that she should be wary of, makes her pulse 
thrum and blood warm instead. 


“It doesn’t bother me,” she answers evenly. “We’re both adults, and besides—only friends 
now anyway.” 


His expression is unreadable, but he nods in return. An awkward silence descends on them, 
until a moment later, when he sits up straight and turns towards the computer. 


“And which did you like?” 

“Which what?” 

“You said you really liked one of the places you looked at yesterday. Which was it?” 
--00-+ 


“What do you guys know about this birthday charity gala?” Alina leans down to sip her club 
soda so that her friends can’t read her expression. The five of them are gathered in a round 
booth at a bar a block from the office, having abandoned the office happy hour for better food 
and a place to speak more freely. 


“The one I’ve spent the last six months promoting?” Nina asks in a bored voice. “Oh, not 
much.” 


Alina looks up, brow raised. “ That's the one you’ve been talking about?” 
Her friend chuckles, taking a sip from her martini. ““That’s the one.” 


“T thought...I don’t know. I didn’t know the company would do PR for his birthday party. But 
Aleksander did say Genya planned it...” 


“Well, it’s not technically a company event. But the company is involved and used to 
promote it, because those connections are where we get all the donors and all that. But Mr. 
Morozova pays out of pocket for the expenses, so that all the money raised goes directly to 
charity.” 


“Oh.” 

“It’s a pretty good time, usually,” Jesper pipes in. 

“Do you even remember last year’s?” Inej asks. 

He grins at her. “Like I said—it’s a pretty good time.” 


Alina gnaws on the inside of her cheek. “He wants to announce the...well, that he’s the 
father, at the gala. Is that weird? Or I guess, I mean...do you think that’s a good idea?” 


She looks at each of her friends, all of whom say nothing as they stare back at her. 


“T’m going to be honest,” Nina finally says. “I don’t think there is a perfect time, place, or 
manner in which to do it. So sure—it’s probably as good a time as any to rip off the bandaid.” 


“But we’ll be there for support,” Wylan adds. 

“And Inej will kick anyone’s ass who has anything to say about it,” Jesper says. 
Alina laughs. “Inej is going to kick ass?” 

“We didn’t mention—or remind you, I guess—that she’s a black belt?” 


Alina raises her brow, unable to curb her amusement. “Definitely not. I might take you up on 
that.” 


Inej smirks. “Happy to serve.” 
“What does one wear to this anyway?” Alina wonders aloud. 
“Evening gown,” Inej answers. 


“T don’t know if I even have anything in my closet that fits the bill if I wasn’t pregnant, but I 
definitely don’t have anything now.” 


Nina gapes at her. “The gala is in less than a week and you don’t have any outfit?” 
“T just found out about it,” she defends. 


Nina offers a pointed look. “Meaning you didn’t happen to see the weekly emails I’ve sent 
out about the event for months?” 


Alina slinks down in her seat. “Okay...I might have been deleting those. But in my defense, I 
had bigger things to worry about and didn’t plan on attending some random company gala. I 
didn’t know that it was for his birthday, and I definitely didn’t know we’d be announcing that 
I’m having his baby there.” 


Nina waves her off. “It’s fine—you know I can work my magic. But just clear your schedule 
tomorrow night.” 


“T can’t tomorrow night...” 

“Big plans?” Jesper leans forward on the table, as if her calendar is gossip fodder. 
“Kind of...” 

“Spill,” Inej demands. 

“You know how I decided to move before the baby is born?” 

“Yeah?” Wylan prompts. 


“Well, um...” Alina looks down, trailing her finger through a puddle left behind from the 
condensation on her glass. She knows why she’s afraid to tell them—she’s afraid anyone in 
their right mind will point out what a terrible idea it is. “Aleksander and I are going to move 
in together,” she blurts. “Just for a while, like the first year I think, just so—” 


“Calm,” Nina tells her, placing a hand on her forearm. 
“I’m nervous.” 
Wylan smiles. “You don’t say.” 


“Ts it a terrible idea?” she asks. “I mean...it was my idea. I just kept thinking how I don’t 
want to live in some huge apartment alone, and I don’t want to raise the baby alone, and I 
don’t want to have to hand off the baby to Aleksander every other weekend or whatever we 
work out. It won’t be forever and it’s just as friends, as co-parents, but...I’m still nervous.” 


“T don’t think it’s a terrible idea,” Inej hedges cautiously. “It is...an idea.” 
Alina gives her a deadpan look, but Inej only shrugs in defense. 


“T think,” Nina starts, speaking slowly. “It could be really good. But just...boundaries will be 
key. Because there are a lot of...feelings there. I know you’ve seemed to be moving forward 
with him, that you guys have been getting along and are on the same page now, but you also 


had a lot of resentment and he knows so much more about your previous relationship. And... 
who knows what his true feelings are. So...no, it’s not a terrible idea. But I think it’s best to 
proceed with caution.” 


=<O0== 
It is...an idea. 


Inej’s words rattle around in Alina’s head as she gets ready, her stomach twisting in knots as 
she smoothes a hand over her dress in front of the floor-length mirror leaning against the wall 
next to her bed. 


Nina, unsurprisingly, was a godsend in helping her find a dress. It’s a soft gold chiffon gown, 
with off shoulder straps and a wrap style that cinches under her breasts. It’s classy, and 
beautiful, and nothing like the way that she feels as she prepares for her extramarital affair 
and resulting pregnancy to be made public. 


She runs her fingers through her loose waves, her hair tied back in a half knot. Giving her 
makeup a final check, she reaches for her phone to call an Uber, only for a knock on her front 
door to startle her. 


Alina steps over the boxes littered across the already crowded floor of the apartment, trying 
not to trip over her dress as she makes her way to the door. She hasn’t made nearly enough 
progress organizing her place as she intended to. Aleksander is hiring movers, but she 
couldn’t help but begin to pack a few things on her own. She doesn’t like the idea of not 
having control over the precious few items that she calls her own. 


She isn’t really sure who she expects at the door—maybe Nina, checking on the status of her 
hair and makeup despite Alina assuring her that she could handle it on her own. She 
definitely doesn’t expect to find Aleksander standing at her door in a tuxedo that she’s certain 
costs more than her monthly rent. 


“What are you doing here?” 

He stares at her, seemingly as shocked to see her, even though he ’ the one at her door. 
“Aleks?” 

He collects himself, running a hand over his slicked back hair. “Are you ready to go?” 


“You didn’t need to pick me up,” she says, smoothing a hand over her gown. She suddenly 
feels ridiculous in this dress, like a child playing dress up; a child who still believes they can 
grow up to become a princess. “I was going to call an Uber.” 


“Sometimes, Alina,” he starts, the roughness of his voice sending a chill up her spine as he 
leans closer. “People do things for you because they want to, not because they feel they need 
to.” 


She blushes, taking a step back and nearly tripping over the gown again. “My shoes,” she 
mumbles, turning away. “I just need my heels and I’m ready.” 


Aleks steps inside the apartment, closing the door behind him as Alina sits down at her table 
with her heels in hand. 


She tries not to pay attention to the way his gaze crawls up her bare leg as she shifts in the 
chair. It’s only at this moment that she realizes she hasn’t worn shoes that require any effort 
to slide into since her bump grew enough to obscure the view of her feet and limit her ability 
to lean over. 


Before she can say anything, Sasha closes the distance between them in a few strides and 
kneels before her. There’s that nickname again; it slides through her mind like creek water 
running into a lake, returning home at last. 


“Let me,” he says, taking the heel from her. 
“Thanks,” she murmurs. 


He slides her foot into the gold, strappy heel with a gentleness that is everything her feelings 
for him are not; tumultuous, ruinous. 


When he moves onto her left foot, he hesitates. She doesn’t understand why until his thumb 
grazes the scar on the outer edge of it—the scar from the first night he marked her, devoured 
her. 


“Aleks...” 


He doesn’t look up at her, but he springs into action, quickly helping her into her other shoe 
before standing and offering her his hand. 


“You look beautiful, by the way.” 


Something like a smile passes over his face, but there’s a distance to it; his smile is for a 
memory rather than the flesh and bone sitting in front of him. 


“Thank you.” She accepts his hand and lets him help her to her feet. “You too. I mean—” 
He chuckles, squeezing her hand once before dropping it. “III take it.” 
==00s= 


They say nothing as they descend the stairs and walk into the balmy air, the June evening on 
the cusp of summer but not having yet surrendered to it. Alina seems surprised when Aleks 
opens the back door to the town car he rented for the evening, but she says nothing as she 
slides in and he closes the door behind her. 


They sit on opposite sides of the seat bench as the driver pulls away from the curb and into 
the night. 


Alina breaks the silence first. “Is today your real birthday?” 


He looks over at her, the gold shimmer of her dress nearly glowing from the streetlights they 
pass. She looks like his own personal sun, the embodiment of everything that she is to him; 
he will circle her for the rest of his life, will let her change his seasons. When the time comes, 
he will let her consume him. When the time comes, he will burn, and it will be nothing more 
to her than a show of nature at work. 


“No.” He interlaces his fingers in his lap. “It’s on Tuesday.” 
She nods once before turning to look out the window. 


“Are you sure?” His voice is quiet, absorbed by the shadows in the car. “About telling people 
tonight?” 


She turns to look at him, but says nothing. 


“T can send an email announcement,” he suggests. “Or we could just...we could just let office 
gossip run its course. I would prefer not to, would prefer to dispel the idea that we feel shame 
in this, but if that’s what you’d prefer...I’m willing.” 


“But we should feel ashamed, to some degree, shouldn’t we?” 


The weight of her words lands on his chest. “Not about this,” he answers in a tight voice as 
he glances down at her bump. 


She turns away from him, looking ahead for a beat, before meeting his gaze once more. ““We 
should do it tonight,” she agrees. “I don’t want anyone to think I’m hiding behind you, or 
hiding anything. I want to own where we’re at.” 


--00-- 


Aleks holds open the door to the building, which is a renovated old train station that has been 
transformed into an events venue. Alina can’t help but look up as she walks into the great 
hall, admiring the original murals that cover the ceiling and its dome, where the orange sky 
shines through its windows. There is a stage and the space is covered with standing bar 
tables, where most of her company and countless others she doesn’t recognize are already 
perched at, champagne flutes in hands. 


A few people look curiously at her and Aleks as they walk in together. She tries not to let 
their stares affect her. Tonight will require more strength than withstanding mere curiosity; 
she knows to prepare for worse once everyone finds out. 


Aleks gently holds her arm as he leans closer, lips to her ear. “I have a few things to take care 
of. Are you alright?” 


Alina shrugs him off, as subtle as she can. “Of course. I don’t need a babysitter.” 


She half expects him to chuckle, to show some amusement, but he only nods before walking 
away. She wonders if he’s more nervous than he’s been letting on. 


“Alina!” 


Alina looks over to find Jesper calling her over to a table. Wylan and Inej are there too, 
smiling at her, all three of them looking like they stepped out of a modeling catalog. Alina 
smiles as she makes her way over to them, feeling some of her nerves flutter away. 


“You look incredible ,’ Wylan gushes. 
“So do you,” Alina laughs. “Where is Nina?” 


Inej smirks, nodding over towards the bar. Nina looks like the picture of temptation itself, in 
a deep red gown that hugs her curves and her brown curls swept over one shoulder. A huge 
blonde man towers over her—the security guard, Alina realizes. Matthias. 


“T’m not sure if he looks like he’s in heaven or hell.” 


“T suspect he’s wondering the same thing,” Jesper jokes. Alina doesn’t miss how his gaze 
flickers to Wylan, as if to check if his joke made him smile. It did. 


“And speaking of death,” Jesper continues. “Inej, can you call off the grim reaper. His staring 
is unsettling.” 


Alina looks over her shoulder to where Jesper is looking. A man she’s never seen before, 
looking sharp in a black suit and black gloves, seems to be surveying the room. His hands are 
resting on a cane. 


“Ts that...” 


“Kaz,” Inej confirms, before rolling her eyes at Jesper. “He’s not staring at us, he’s just 
keeping an eye on the room. Boss’s orders—Mr. Morozova is always careful when 
employees and clients are mingling with alcohol.” 


“He’s definitely staring at you,” Jesper mumbles. He distracts himself with a generous sip of 
champagne, decidedly avoiding Inej’s glare. 


“So,” Inej starts, turning back to Alina. “Are you guys still going to...” 


“Yeah.” Alina wishes she could have some champagne—both for the nerves and simply to 
have something to do with her hands right now. “I just want things in the open. I just...I just 
want to get it over with.” 


Her hand moves to her bump, her mind drifting back to their conversation in the car. 
Not about this. 


She knows her question upset him. Still, she doesn’t regret asking. He needs to be able to 

face the truth of what they were without the rose-colored glasses. She doesn’t feel shame 

about their child, but she does feel shame in how their relationship began, and he needs to 
remember that the rest of the people in this room will surely feel the same. 


Over the next hour, the amount of people double. She mostly sticks to her friends’ sides, 
thankful that they don’t seem interested in mingling either, aside from the moments when Inej 


sneaks off to speak with Kaz or Nina follows Matthias somewhere. 


Alina does track Aleks though, watching him greet people and schmooze as he moves 
through the room. Eventually, he walks to the front of the room, standing in front of the stage. 
His eyes find her own across the room; a warning, or a lifeline. Then he takes the microphone 
from the stage and begins to speak. 


His words are cookie-cutter—thanks to employees and clients alike, and updates on the 
charities that tonight’s proceeds will go to. He gives updates on the company’s growth and 
expansion efforts too. When he speaks of the rebranding that launched last fall, Alina cannot 
help but blush, even though he says nothing about her. When he pauses, he looks at her once 
more, and she knows that this is it. 


Good, she thinks. We’ll get it over with. It will be behind us. 


“T also have an announcement of a personal nature to make.” His voice wavers, threatening 
the subtle command of its deep tone. “A happy one.” 


Then he looks over at her and his gaze is no longer subtle. The rest of the room follows his 
gaze and lands on her. 


“Alina Starkov and I are having a child together.” 


Murmurs ripple through the crowd, before he can even finish his sentence. Her cheeks flush 
and she stares down at the white linen tablecloth. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees her 
friends shuffle around her, as if prepared to form a protective barrier if necessary. 


“We’re very happy, but I expect everyone to respect our privacy regarding this matter.” 


The murmurs immediately quiet, as if the air was sucked from the room. Everyone heard the 
warning in his words, despite his politeness. 


“And as always, I thank you for joining me tonight. These events truly mean a lot, and 
certainly make a difference.” 


When Aleksander sets down the microphone and walks away, the room slowly fills with quiet 
chatter, like the steady swell of a wave before it comes crashing down. 


Alina remains at the table with her friends. Caterers set up food at the edges of the room and 
a band takes to the stage. She can feel the eyes on her like bugs crawling up her skin in a 
nightmare. She glances back towards the stage and then into the crowd, avoiding her 
colleagues’ gazes, but Aleks is nowhere to be found. A squeeze of her hand brings her back 
to the world. She looks to her left to find Nina smiling at her. 


“Tt’s done,” she says. “The hardest part is over.” 
Somehow, Alina very much doubts that. 


--00-- 


An hour passes. Every time that Alina dares to look around the room, risking meeting the 
gaze of a judgmental colleague, Aleksander is nowhere to be found. 


“I’m going to, uh—take a bathroom break.” 
Nina grabs her arm. “I’1l come with.” 


Alina shakes her off, trying to convey her gratitude for her friends’ concern rather than her 
deep rooted irritation at the fact that they seem to think she’s going to fall apart if anyone 
looks at her the wrong way. Maybe they truly don’t know her as well as she thought; how 
could they know of her past and not believe that she’s strong enough to face a few dirty 
looks. 


“I’m fine,” she insists. “Really. Pll be back in a few.” 


Alina senses eyes tracking her as she walks across the room for the first time, having spent 
the rest of the night glued to her friends’ sides at the table. She holds her head high, trying 
not to let them bother her, even as shame prickles beneath her skin. 


Not about this. 
She tries to make herself believe him. 


When she turns the corner to the hallway with the bathrooms, beyond the click of her heels 
on hardwood, she hears muffled voices from around the corner. 


She stops in front of the bathroom, keen on minding her business, when she recognizes one 
of the voices; she recognizes the voice of Aleksander, who she hasn’t seen since the 
announcement. 


As quietly as she can manage, she walks to the edge of the hallway. She dares to peek around 
the corner, only to discover their voices are coming from an open doorway further down the 
hall. She moves closer slowly, taking a breath between steps, silently cursing her loud heels 
and her complete lack of boundaries. Her curiosity, shadowed by her insecurity, propels her 
forward until she’s halfway down the hall and can hear the voices more clearly. 


“T can’t.” 
“You can,” an undeniably female voice answers. “Aleks...please.” 
A resigned sigh. “Your brother would kill me.” 


Alina’s chest tightens, ears burning. But what does she have a right to feel? Anger? Shame? 
He doesn’t owe her anything that should ignite such feelings. He is a free man, after all. She 
made that clear enough. 


Even with no memories, I’d still find my way back to you. I’d find you on our own Charles 
River, just like them. I promise. 


But he wasn’t the one held to that promise, was he? He wasn’t the one who had lost his 
memories. 


I promise too. 


She had promised as much too. Yet, since waking, she had at best kept him at arm's length, at 
worst disdained him. 


Had she broken her promise in doing so? 
Was one held to a promise they had no memory making? 


But then again, wasn’t that the entire point? Wasn’t that exactly the twisted basis of the 
promise? Was it a betrayal then, to live with this new memory inside of her—a living and 
growing thing no different than his child—and say nothing of it? 


Maybe she hasn’t mentioned it because if she does, she’ll be forced to admit that she doesn’t 
know if she can keep such a promise—one foolishly whispered when the prospect was only a 
silly fiction. 


All the same, she feels nauseous as she makes her way back to the bathroom. All the same, 
she hates him for looking elsewhere, on tonight of all nights, even if that hatred is unjust and 
uncalled for. 


--00-- 


When Alina walks into the bathroom, it feels as if she’s escaping into her own private room. 
It’s why she stops short, startled, when she nearly walks right into Zoya. The other woman 
stares at her as she dries her hands with a paper towel. 


“I—” she starts, taking a step back from her supervisor. “Hi.” 


Zoya continues staring, her gaze assessing, before throwing the paper towel away. “I guess 
congratulations are in order.” 


Alina can’t help the way her gaze flickers away, Zoya’s own too intense for her to bear. “I 
think you already said that months ago.” 


Zoya leans back against the counter and folds her arms. “No, I mean—having the foresight to 
jump into the boss’s bed. Poor taste, of course, but I suppose there’s something to be said of 
an ambitious woman who goes after what she wants, everyone else be damned.” 


In all her hesitation about tonight, amidst the shame she internalized as she avoided the eyes 
of many, she buried deep the emotion that rises in her now: anger. 


“It was not that,” she snaps. “It was not—” 


“Are you telling me he forced himself—” 


“No.” She clenches her jaw, tightening her fists at her sides. “It wasn’t like that, and I—I 
don’t owe you an explanation.” 


“You have an explanation?” Zoya tilts her head. “Here I was thinking your memories were 
gone. I’m surprised you remember a story to tell at all, truth or not.” 
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Zoya pushes off the counter, brushing past Alina. She pauses, her hand on the handle of the 
door. 


“You know, I remember another conversation I had in a bathroom at another company event 
—one last September. I walked in to find a woman wiping her tears. When I asked her what 
was wrong she said she suspected her husband was having an affair.” 


A cold sweat washes over Alina as she stares at Zoya. There is no acceptable response, 
because what she—what they —did was unacceptable. She wishes the floor would swallow 
her, but there is nowhere to hide—certainly not when the evidence of her most despicable 
choices is protruding beneath her gown; she is a monster dressed as a queen. 


“Enjoy the party, Alina.” 
Zoya walks out without another word. 
=<00== 


Alina keeps her head down when she returns to the table, all four of her friends now gathered 
around it. She forces a smile, but she knows that it isn’t believable when Wylan offers a 
sympathetic one in return and Nina gives her arm a reassuring squeeze. 


Their conversation remains light; gossip and observation. Alina tries to stand tall, tries to 
ignore the echo of Zoya’s scorn, of the whispers of Aleksander and that faceless woman. She 
is listening to Jesper try to convince the group to move onto a bar when Alina’s eye catches 
movement at the doorway to his back, where Aleksander and a woman are walking through. 


Jesper drags Wylan off to the dance floor when the song changes, the latter’s cheeks red, but 
Alina hardly notices their departure. She—along with too many others in the room—is 
watching Aleks and the other woman in a manner she hopes is more subtle than the other 
guests. 


Alina suspects that the woman is about her age, but that’s where the similarities end. She is 
tall and lithe, with flawless ivory skin that compliments her cornsilk waves. Icy blue eyes, set 
on her heart-shaped face like jewels, look up at Aleks. She stands on her toes, whispering 
something into his ear, before walking away. As always, his own expression is unreadable. 
Alina doesn’t miss how the curious gazes shift from Aleks and the woman to Alina, probably 
trying to deduce if Alina suspects what they do. She looks down at the table, hoping no one 
notices her flushed cheeks. 


She can only imagine what they’re thinking; poor Alina, knocked up and already replaced by 
another. 


“Linnea Opjer,” Inej whispers beside her. 


Alina turns to her friend, whose gaze is tracking the woman in the same shadowy manner that 
she walks through a room. 


“Who is she?” 


“Her older half-brother is Nikolai Lantsov—one of Mr. Morozova’s first clients,” Nina 
answers. She takes a sip of champagne before continuing. “There was some family drama— 
no one knows the details exactly, but the Lantsov family’s security consulting firm is one of 
Mr. Morozova’s biggest competitors.” 


Your brother would kill me. 


“And what of his sister?” Alina questions. She feels like she might be sick, her imagination 
already tumbling forward, rolling on ahead and out of reach from rationale. 


Is Aleksander sleeping with Linnea? Is that what he doesn’t want her brother, his client, 
finding out about? 


Was Alina foolish enough to believe, on the basis of his word alone and a few sparse 
memories, that she was not simply one of many women that Aleksander cycles through? 


She bites down on her lip, feeling like a fool. 

Does everyone else know this already? Are they watching her with pity? 
“Alina, I don’t think...” 

Alina turns to Nina, who seems to be searching for the appropriate words. 
“T would have heard something, I’m sure,” Inej adds. 


It doesn’t matter what they know. What matters is that they’re drawing the same conclusions 
from Aleksander’s disappearance and timely reentrance with his companion as her and 
everyone else in the room is. 


“T think I need to head home.” 
“Alina, stay—or better yet, we’ll all go. Jesper wants to head out anyway, we’ ll go to—” 


“No.” She swallows the tears already coating her throat. She can’t let her hormones get the 
best of her in front of all her colleagues. She exposed herself enough for one night. “I need to 
head home.” 


Nina offers a sympathetic smile. “We’ll walk you out.” 


Nina, Inej, and Alina walk towards the front doors in silence and Alina opens her Uber app. 
It’s only when they’ve stepped into the summer night that Alina hears her name called. She 
turns to find Aleks walking down the stairs towards the sidewalk. Inej and Nina exchange a 
wary glance. 


“Go ahead,” she tells them. The last thing she wants is to put her friends in a difficult position 
with the man who 1s still very much their boss. “I’m fine.” 


Nina raises her brow in question. 
“Really,” Alina insists, just as Aleks reaches her. “We’re fine.” 


Inej and Nina both nod at Aleks before walking back up the stairs and into the building. 
Aleks watches them, waiting until they’re gone, before turning to face her. 


“Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving?” 


Alina tilts her head, her irritation buzzing warm beneath her skin. “I think it’s clear that 
neither of us is responsible for the whereabouts of the other.” 


Aleks reels back, brow furrowed. “What is that supposed to mean?” 


Alina wraps her arms around her, feeling a chill despite the warm humidity. “Nothing. ’m 
just—I’m tired and going home. You seemed preoccupied, so I didn’t want to bother you.” 


Aleks studies her face for a beat. “Yes, I have to spend some of the night speaking with 
clients.” He scratches his beard. “That doesn’t mean I don’t have time for—” 


“My Uber is a minute away.” 
“If you’d told me you were leaving, I would have called for the car to bring you home.” 
“T don’t need your car. An Uber is fine.” 


He hesitates again and Alina nearly feels guilty for her sourness towards him, but the 
whispers of him and Linnea are still haunting her. 


He lowers his voice when he speaks again. “Would you tell me what’s wrong?” 


The Uber pulls up to the curb, saving her from having to answer him. When she gets into the 
SUV and Aleks closes the door, she has the unnerving feeling of fleeing—Cinderella leaving 
behind a man with a delicate heart, rather than a glass shoe. 


--00-- 


Late morning light streams through the old floor to ceiling windows of their new apartment, 
their boxes basking in it as they begin to sort through them. The movers were supposed to do 
most of the unpacking, but unsurprisingly, Aleks was reluctant to hand over that control. He 
insisted on unpacking everything himself, and of course, will hardly let her lift a finger. 


Everything about this morning—the steaming mugs of coffee, the acoustic playlist that Alina 
selected on Spotify—might add to the serenity, if it wasn’t for the tension that settled over 
their delicate friendship the night of the gala a week ago. It’s her own fault—she knows that, 
really. But despite how irrational she knows she’s being, she can’t seem to fold away the 
bitter feelings that arose at witnessing whatever might be going on between Linnea and 
Aleks. 


“You’re quiet,” he observes, tearing open a box of dishes with a boxcutter. It’s strange seeing 
him like this—in jeans and a t-shirt, his hair and beard not perfectly mussed, without a hair 
out of place. She supposes she ought to get used to it though, now that she agreed to live with 
him. 


“Am I?” He abandons the box, looking up at her expectantly. She only shrugs. “I just don’t 
have anything to say, I guess.” 


He sets down the box cutter and crosses his arms. “You forget how well I know you.” 


She bristles at that, distracting herself by taking a sip of her decaf coffee. The last thing that 
she needs is to be reminded of the imbalance in their relationship. 


“Then maybe you should understand—maybe you should know how uncomfortable it was 
for me to have you announce the pregnancy and then disappear with another woman for half 
the night,” she blurts, before she can stop herself. “In front of everyone. Like I was just—the 
poor girl who got knocked up by her boss while you were already moving onto someone 
else.” 


“What are you—” 
“Don’t insult me by acting like I’m insane. Everyone else noticed too.” 
“Tt’s not what you think.” 


“What I think is that you promised—you promised you’d find your way back to me, and I— 
and |—” 


Embarrassing tears flood her eyes and she looks at the ground for a moment. She shakes her 
head, wiping a stray tear from her cheek before she looks up at him again. She didn’t mean to 
say that. She didn’t mean to say any of this. Aleks only stares at her, an unreadable 
expression on his face; his ever present mask remains impenetrable. 


“Never mind, it’s stupid. I shouldn’t have said anything.” 


“No.” To her surprise, his voice is tight with anger, without a thread of apology. “No, do go 
on. Do tell me about these memories you have that you’ve kept from me. Because I 
remember a moment too, when you promised. You’ve wanted nothing to do with me since the 
moment you found out about us and I have respected that. I have respected that you don’t 
have feelings for me, that you don’t remember what we had and the things we said to one 
another. But apparently that isn’t true, and you have the—the—’” He turns away from her, 
running his hand down his beard. “You have the gall to act like I’ve let you down? Like...like 


I should spend my life waiting for you to remember what I meant to you, only for you to 
remember it all, and still want nothing to do with me?” 


“T don’t owe you an explanation every time I remember something.” 


“Jesus, Alina.” He shakes his head, stepping closer to her. Her pulse beats in her ears. “Do 
you know what it’s like to ache for someone that is standing in front of you and yet somehow 
gone at the same time? To be able to reach out and touch you—” He pushes a stray hair 
behind her ear with a shaky hand. It dawns on her that she should push him away, step out of 
reach, but she feels frozen in place. “To touch you and still not feel what we had?” He drops 
his hand. “Damn it, Alina. You’re not the only one of us who is suffering. And I am certainly 
not the only one of us who didn’t keep a promise.” 


She stands frozen, stares into his dark eyes. She realizes only now that his words are a plea of 
sorts. Angry as he might be, he is still begging in an unspoken language that she only now 
realizes they share. 


Part of her wants to give in immediately. Surely she isn’t in love with him, but she’s tired of 
fighting the way that she’s so inexplicably drawn to him. She’s tired of not feeling worthy of 
the way he looks at the woman that she used to be to him. 


But this isn’t a fantasy and they don’t live inside a bubble. They hurt his wife, and Zoya’s 
words are still etched in her heart. 


I walked in to find a woman wiping her tears . 


She also hurt Mal in ways he doesn’t even know. She’s both a monster and a coward in that 
respect. 


She remains frozen when his eyes drop to her lips, when the step he takes closes the distance 
between them. She floats helplessly in a purgatory between the woman she was, the woman 
she is now, and the woman she is apparently destined to become if she gives into him again. 
When his lips find hers, her brain and heart short-circuit. The warmth of them against her 
own is electrifying—enough so that it brings her back to life with a terrifying intensity. Her 
palms land on his chest and she shoves him away. It feels wrong, turning away from 
something that tastes so perfect. 


“You think you can just throw yourself at me and it will fix everything?” He clenches his jaw 
and glares with steel eyes, the anger and frustration simmering off him palpable. “Is that how 
it happened the first time?” she accuses. “You just—” 


“Believe it or not, you were no fucking angel, baby. It was you who kissed me first, you who 
started all of this, you who—” 


“But you said—” 


“T know what I said.” 


She balks at him before finding her voice again. “You sit here accusing me of not telling you 
things, when you’re the one who lied? When you’re the one who lied to my face when I had 
no choice but to trust you?” 


Her tears keep streaming, but her words are fueled by something sharper than grief. 
Something burning, something destructive. Something that seeks to maim. 


“You’re a monster.” 


She watches him take a deep breath, gripping the kitchen island to the left of him. “Not with 
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you. 


She exhales a humorless laugh. “So I made you a better person and you made me a worse 
one?” she questions. “How is that okay?” 


“You didn’t make me better, you didn’t fix me. But I loved you in a way I’ve never loved 
anyone. I wanted to be good enough for you. I wanted to honor that. I don’t know what you 
actually remember anymore, but that, at the very least, is the truth of us.” 


“T don’t want to be the woman you loved. I don’t—I don’t like her. I don’t want to be 
someone who hurts people and more than that, I don’t want to be someone who doesn’t care 
that they hurt people, which is clearly the case for you. You live your life in your thousand 
dollar suits, as if all this luxury you wrap yourself in can hide the jagged truth of who you 
are. It can’t.” 


His responding smile is cruel and her body reacts before her mind or heart can, her pulse 
quickening in defense. 


“And you think I can’t see your own truth? You think you successfully hide those dark pieces 
of yourself you’re so intent on burying when you look to the future, as if you your blind 
optimism isn’t simply terror of drowning in your past? I have seen the jagged edges of your 
heart too, Alina, even if you aren’t ready to acknowledge them. You go ahead and play the 
victim, but know that I see those parts of you too, and that—and that I loved those parts of 
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you. 


He steps closer and she cannot stop the tremble in her body as he takes her face in his hand, 
his grip harsh on her jaw. When he speaks again, his voice is low. 


“If you want to hate me, you go ahead and hate me. If you want to hate yourself, you go 
ahead and do that. But our baby was made from love. Ugly as you think we were, we were in 
love. You can spend the rest of your life regretting your choices, but I need you to know that, 
even if you cannot remember it. I won’t let you turn this into something ugly, just because 
you aren’t brave enough to look it in the eye.” 


He lets go of her and her breath leaves her like a flood. Before she can muster some kind of 
response, he storms out of the apartment. Her guilt tightens its grip on her lungs and she turns 
and holds onto the kitchen island, trying to steady herself. As if on cue, she feels the baby 
kick beneath her oversized t-shirt. 


He is right. He is right about all of it, but it doesn’t make any of this easier. After taking a few 
steadying breaths, she grabs her phone and opens her text conversation with Ine}. 


You: I need you to find something for me. 
=200== 


The bushes in front of the brownstone townhouse are perfectly manicured, just as Alina 
expects her to be. She doesn’t know much about Aleks’s ex-wife, but she wasn’t strong 
enough to resist torturing herself by scrolling through her social media accounts only a week 
after finding out about the affair, so she knows enough. 


At the time, she felt more confusion than guilt or anger. The woman was beautiful and 
elegant, someone who had clearly fit so neatly in Aleksander’s world in a way that Alina did 
not and never will. Just as Mal had fit into Alina’s own world in a way that Aleks never 
would. Nothing about her and Aleks would ever make sense to her. 


Now, Alina grinds her teeth as she stands on the sidewalk in front of the house. She changed 
out of the leggings and oversized t-shirt she was in and into a maxi sundress—one of the few 
acceptable clothing items she already unpacked—and ran a comb through her hair. None of it 
makes her feel more prepared to face Luda, but she knows it’s something that needs to be 
done. She knows, when she places a palm on her bump, that she needs to do this for her 
child, and for Aleks and her too. 


Nothing she says will change what they did or excuse it, but she can’t keep living as if it’s 
something that she can take back. She can’t spend her life sinking into old regrets. She needs 
her baby to know what Aleks apparently already does—that even though what they had was 
far from perfect, their baby will be welcomed into the world in the same way that they were 
conceived: with love. 


She allows herself one more breath, one more deep inhale and exhale, before walking up the 
steps to the door. Cold sweat spreads over her back as she rings the doorbell. Guilt digs its 
claws further into her heart, her lungs, as she waits. At last, the door swings open. 


Luda is as beautiful as the photos show, her chestnut hair styled in soft waves and her 
makeup perfect, but natural. Deep red, perfectly manicured nails grip the door as her 
expression shifts from a polite kindness to a guarded mask. 


“I’m sorry to show up like this,” Alina starts, wringing her hands in front of her. “I’m—” 
“T know who you are.” 


Alina bites her bottom lip. “If you’d rather I go, I can. I understand. I just, I was hoping to 
apologize, to—to not explain, because I don’t mean to make any excuses. I was just hoping, I 
guess...” 


She trails off when, to her surprise, Luda’s lips twist into something resembling amusement. 
She can’t imagine why her apology would evoke such a response until it dawns on her. Her 
cheeks burn. 


“T...] already said all this,” she realizes aloud. 
It’s more of a statement than a question, but Luda nods anyway. 


“You did...but I was admittedly feeling much less forgiving then.” Her gaze wanders down to 
her bump, slow and purposeful, before meeting Alina’s eyes once more. “Why don’t you 
come in?” She steps aside, opening the door wider. “I'll make us some tea.” 
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“Oh,” Alina stutters, staring through the open doorway. “You don’t have to—to—” 


Luda lifts a perfectly manicured brow. “If I wanted you to leave, I wouldn’t hesitate to kick 
you to the curb. But you came here to apologize, so let’s talk somewhere that isn’t my stoop 
—ny neighbors have enough to gossip about without us handing them the fresh material.” 


“Right, sorry,” Alina manages, stepping inside the townhouse. 
“This way,” Luda directs, walking down a long hallway towards the back of the house. 


Alina follows her into a sleek kitchen, with walnut hardwood floors and marble countertops. 
At Luda’s invitation, she sits down on the stool at the kitchen island as Luda fills the kettle. 


“I’m assuming that Aleks doesn’t know that you’re here.” 


Luda sets the kettle on the stove before turning around, leaning against the counter with her 
arms crossed. Her long, deep red nails dig into her forearms; Alina isn’t sure the other 
woman even notices the way that she’s breaking her own skin. Alina understands the 
sentiment well enough. 


“No,” Alina answers. She hesitates before adding, “we aren’t exactly seeing eye-to-eye right 
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now. 


“Well I hope you’re not here looking for advice on how to get along with my ex-husband, 
because I don’t have anything to offer you. Apparently you figured that out to a degree that I 
never could, even after nearly a decade of marriage.” 


“No, God—’” Alina shakes her head, swallowing. “I would never, and I...well that’s why I’m 
here—to apologize for what we did. I know I said this already—at least, I hope I came here 
to apologize profusely last time—but I don’t have those memories and I can’t explain what I 
could have possibly been thinking, how I could have behaved so horribly, so immorally—” 


“Alina—” 


“__T don’t even know who that woman is or was, but she isn’t me. I’ll never make the same 
mistakes she did.” 


Luda’s responding smile is tainted with pity, as if Alina is a young girl who just shared her 
plans to solve world peace. The whistling of the kettle saves her from responding. The 
moment Luda turns off the stove, the silence of the kitchen collapses onto Alina’s shoulders. 


“T have green tea, hibiscus, lavender—” 
“Lavender is fine. Thank you.” 


Luda nods, pouring the steaming water into ceramic mugs that must cost a third of Alina’s 
old monthly rent, and dropping a teabag in each of them. Alina tells herself that the reason 
her hand trembles as she lifts the mug is because she’s afraid she’s going to drop it, shattering 
yet another piece of this stranger’s life. 


Luda takes a sip from her own mug, still wearing that pitiful expression. It should be the 
other way around, shouldn’t it? 


“Tf you’re the same woman you were a year ago,” she says, finally, “without memories of 
making those choices, what makes you believe that you won’t fall in love with him all over 
again? Wasn’t this the version of you that fell in love with him in the first place?” 


Luda’s words are surprisingly detached—curious, more than anything else. They are not 
meant to draw blood, but she seems unconcerned with the bruises that her poking and 
prodding might produce. 


“Because now I know what the consequences of my actions are.” Alina’s words are laced 
with a firm determination that she doesn’t necessarily feel, a flimsy excuse for armor. 
“Because I have the gift of hindsight and I won’t choose a path that hurts people—not again.” 


Luda laughs, although not unkindly. “Love’s got nothing to do with knowing, or hindsight. It 
isn’t something you can choose or decide.” 


“T,..I never said it was love.” When Alina realizes this is the second time Luda has called it 
that, she chastises herself for not catching it, let alone correcting the other woman. The 
problem is that that word doesn’t sound as absurd as it once did. 


“You did though...before.” 
A reckoning she isn’t ready for, a revelation that is both a punishment and a relief. 


“That doesn’t matter,” she manages. “It still wasn’t right, no matter my feelings. So...I’m 
truly sorry.” 


Luda takes a deep breath. “And because I’m a bigger person, I accept your apology.” 


Alina offers a hesitant smile; a peace offering that is the highest form of intimacy that either 
of them can afford to sacrifice. To her surprise, she receives one in return. 


“T’ve had a lot of time to think,” Luda continues. “Aleks’s betrayal was his own and not for 
you to carry. It took me a while to realize that’s what it was—a betrayal by someone I loved, 


but not a heart broken by someone I was in love with. Aleks and I...we were patching 
fissures in an ill-fated desperation long before you shattered us.” 


Alina sips her tea, unsure of how to respond. 


“But—as you said, hindsight. Of course, it helps that I’m with someone new who reminded 
me what it feels like to really be in love—someone who also happens to be incredible in 
bed.” 


Alina chokes on a laugh, drawing another smile from Luda. She’s completely unprepared for 
the onslaught of tears that flood her eyes. 


“I’m sorry.” She quickly wipes at her face. “It’s just hormones—I cry at everything now. I 
cried at a lost kitten poster on the street a few days ago. Sorry.” 


“Tt’s alright.” Luda hands her a tissue. “And for the record, even though you feel like the 
same person you were a year ago, the rest of the world has moved on. When it comes to 
Aleks and you—the only people you risk hurting this time around are yourselves. Whatever 
you decide...I shouldn’t be a part of that equation anymore.” 


Alina nods, swallowing thickly, steeling herself for rejection. She doesn’t have a right to 
make requests while sitting in this gracious woman’s kitchen, but she cannot leave without 


trying. 


“Tt’s alright if you don’t want to, I would completely understand, but...I have to ask anyway 
—would you be willing to tell me about our first conversation?” 


“That’s—’” 


“Tt’s just that I’m trying to fill all these holes in my life, and I can’t do it by myself. I know I 
don’t deserve it, but—” 


Luda’s laugh cuts her off. “You talk a lot when you’re nervous, don’t you?” she asks, head 
tilting in amusement. 


Alina smiles sheepishly, running a hand down her face. “Apparently.” 

“T was going to say that it’s fine. I don’t mind, if you’re sure you want to hear it.” 
“I’m sure.” 

“T wasn’t nice.” 

“T didn’t deserve nice.” 


“No, you didn’t.” Pursed lips, a wry smile. “You’re kind of hard to be mean to, you know 
that? It’s annoying.” 


After months of coddling and sugar coating from her friends, after months of decorated lies 
from Aleks that were supposedly for her own sake, Luda’s unrelenting honesty is refreshing. 


Her words flow and land in an inevitable manner; water downstream, truth at its foundation. 


“You showed up on my doorstep at the end of January and started apologizing before I could 
even speak. Your voice cracked over your words and it made me even angrier—as if J was 
supposed to feel sorry for you .” 


Alina won’t allow herself to look away as the other woman speaks. 


“Like I said, I didn’t realize it at the time—that it was my pride wounded more than my heart. 
My husband was upgrading to a younger, fresh woman in the most cliche way possible. I felt 

discarded, and seeing you here—seeing just how young you were, how...” She gestures with 

her finger, spinning it. “Your whole thing. Well...I hated you.” 


Alina’s cheeks burn; still, she won’t look away. 


“T told you that you did me a favor by revealing what an asshole my husband was and that I 
couldn’t wait for you to realize you weren’t special enough to keep him either. I told you that 
Aleks wasn’t interested in any kind of a family, and that in time, he would discard you too.” 
Luda pauses. “Really? You don’t have anything to say?” 


Alina’s tongue is heavy in her mouth, her own flesh smothering her. Her stomach churns as 
one more missing puzzle piece falls into place. J told you that Aleks wasn t interested in any 
kind of a family, and that in time, he would discard you too. 


“You had every right to say all that,” she manages. 


Luda’s words would have cut deep, even if Alina didn’t know she was pregnant. She isn’t 
sure she will ever know whether she knew that or not though; there is no one on Earth who 
can provide her with the full story...no one but herself. Her own memories will remain the 
final pieces of the puzzle, even if they truly are lost forever. 


“T understand your anger,” she continues. “I understand it more than I understand my own 
actions.” 


Luda rolls her eyes; the gesture lacks the malice necessary to sting. “Well, I guess I should 
admit that—for the record—tt isn’t true.” 


“Tt might be,” Alina admits aloud. 


“No,” Luda insists, with a vehemence that shocks Alina. “Maybe Aleks and I didn’t have the 
connection that you two share, but we were partners for a long time. In every conversation 
we’ve had since he came clean, I can see so clearly what you meant and what you mean to 
him. Aleks fucked up, but he’s not a bad man. I know that. And when it comes to you two... 
well, I know he regrets how it happened, but in all the apologies he offered me, he never once 
expressed any regret about you.” 


“Why are you telling me this?” Alina isn’t sure she would have the capacity for such grace if 
their roles were reversed. 


Luda’s eyes lower to glance at Alina’s bump and Alina’s bravery sheds like a second skin that 
never quite fit right. For the first ttme since she walked into the house, her gaze flickers away, 
seeking escape. 


“Because...I’m not sure if you knew you were pregnant, but I know that if you did know, my 
words would have cut far deeper than I intended. Whatever happens between the two of you, 
I don’t want to be a factor in it—one way or another.” 


--00-- 


It’s late by the time Alina returns to the apartment, the sun sinking at a swift pace as the hour 
approaches nine. She holds what’s left of the strawberry créme frappuccino that she picked 
up after leaving Luda’s house, having been in dire need of an indulgence, a sugar coated 
distraction. She spent hours walking, and thinking—and walking and thinking some more. 
By the time she opens the front door, her feet and back ache; she is eternally grateful that her 
new building has an elevator. 


Alina isn’t sure what to expect when she walks into the apartment, but it certainly isn’t Aleks 
with his hands on his hips, glaring at a black kitten rolling playfully at his feet. He startles 
when she closes the door, staring at her with an unreadable expression; his lips twitch after a 
moment—with something like grief or regret, she thinks. 


“Ts that...a cat?” 


“T...” He runs his hand through his hair, looking helplessly at the cat. “You were gone when I 
came back and I panicked, and I remembered you used to tell me how badly you wanted a 
kitten and I just—I just bought it. By the time I got back here I realized that you might not 
remember wanting a kitten, because that was from before —” The word hangs between them, 
the carcass of what once resembled a life. He takes a deep breath before adding, “I can return 
it if you want.” 


Alina momentarily forgets about their still-bleeding wounds, their fast blooming bruises from 
words carelessly hurled at each other mere hours ago. Then again, maybe they weren’t 
careless at all. Some of their accusations sped through the air with a precision only 
accomplished when the target is etched into memory. Some of their allegations punctured 
with such a decisiveness that it would be naive to claim the wound was collateral. 


All the same, the amused twist of her lips now is involuntary. “You panic-bought me a 
kitten?” 


He stares at her for a beat before sighing, shoulders slumped in resignation. “I’m just...I’m 


sorry.” 

Alina shakes her head, a wordless dismissal of his apology, before walking over to him. She 
sits down on the ground, running her finger over the cat’s back as Aleks joins her on the 
ground. He looks younger than he ever has, sitting cross-legged in front of her in his jeans 
and t-shirt. The sheepish discomfort he is so clearly attempting to conceal doesn’t help 
matters. 


“I’m the one who’s sorry.” She focuses on the kitten, who climbs over her like Alina 1s their 
personal cat tree. “And...this me also likes kittens—for the record.” Her gaze flickers up to 
meet his dark eyes. She swallows, forcing herself not to turn away from him; she’s done 
enough of that. “I don’t know where to start. You...you were right. About all of it—” 


“NiQo—” 
“Yes—you were. But it’s alright.” 


“Can I start instead?” he asks. “I do, at least, owe you an explanation—because it wasn’t 
what you thought.” 


Alina shrugs. “Even if it was what I thought, it’s not actually my business.” 
He shakes his head, his frustration palpable. “Just—yjust listen, okay?” 


She bites down on her lip as she picks up the kitten, who seems content enough being held 
for the moment. “Alright. I’m listening.” 


“Well...you were right about me disappearing for half the night, even if it wasn’t with 
another woman. I shouldn’t have done that—I’m sorry for that.” 


“Where did you go?” 


Aleks exhales a deep breath, leaning back on his hands. “Oh you know—just running away 
from things.” A wry smile. “I function better in dark corners.” 


Alina is surprised by the genuine laugh that sides through her pursed lips. “I understand the 
instinct.” 


“T didn’t want to talk to all those people, to receive congratulations from them—half of 
whom were only looking for gossip fodder. Even the genuine ones...I don’t know how to talk 
about it, and...and about us. We’re still figuring things out ourselves and I didn’t know what 
answers I was supposed to give anyone else if they asked. Linnea found me and...I realize 
now how that looked when I returned with her. That’s not what happened though.” 


“Who is she to you?” 


“Her brother Nikolai is a client of mine, but also a good friend. He’s estranged from his 
mother’s family, whose company is a fierce competitor of mine. It’s...it’s complicated, but 
Linnea is his younger half-sister on his father’s side and Nikolai is her guardian. She’s 
starting her last year at university in the fall, and I manage her brother’s finances and other 
assets—and it’s Nikolai who pays her tuition. It’s a...separate venture from the security 
consulting the firm usually does.” He pauses, chuckling at whatever he observes on her face. 
“Not illegal, just—for those who appreciate discretion.” 


Alina exhales a breathy laugh. “Just keep going.” 


“She found me and was trying to convince me to fund her transfer to an art school with her 
brother’s assets—her brother who didn’t know and wouldn’t approve. I don’t know what she 


thought to accomplish, but regardless, it’s Nikolai’s choice. I told her as much.” 
“Oh.” 
He tilts his head. “What?” 


“T just...I feel stupid now. But it wasn’t just that I saw you walk in together. I heard you 
talking, and it sounded like she was...I don’t know—begging? My mind...I filled in the 
blanks. I mean, with how we started, and... don’t know. I jumped to conclusions.” 


Lips pursed, he looks down and scratches at a spot on his jeans. “You thought that because I 
cheated on Luda with you, that I’d do it again—that it was habit.” There is no defensiveness 
in his voice, only disappointed resignation. 


She shakes her head. “The point is, it doesn’t matter anyway.” 
“It does matter.” 


“We’re not together,” she gently reminds him. “So even if what I believed happened was the 
truth, it wouldn’t have been wrong. Maybe an ill-advised time and place, but...not a betrayal 
to me. It wouldn’t have been cheating and I shouldn’t have taken it so personally.” 


His head snaps up again, gaze burning and sparking flames that lick at her stomach. “It would 
have felt like cheating to me.” 


She flushes, words tangled in her mouth. 


“For the record, Lina,” he continues. “I never made a habit of cheating on Luda—you were 
the first and only. It’s a mistake I never intend to repeat, no matter who I’m with. I don’t 
regret us, but I do regret hurting Luda. I should have been brave enough to be honest with her 
from the moment I realized the depth of my feelings for you. I...I don’t want you to think 
that’s the kind of man I am.” 


A brisk shake of her head. “That’s not—I don’t think that.” She swallows thickly. “We both 
made that mistake, but you’re the only one of us who owned up to it and tried to make things 
right. I...I mean I never even told Mal about you. I’m just—” Her words crack over grief. 
“T’ve been so ashamed since I found out about us—not just because of what we did, but 
because of how terribly I seemingly handled things afterwards. But I couldn’t be mad at past 
me, at a ghost, so I took it out on you instead. I’m sorry for that—you don’t deserve it, you 
never did. You’re the furthest thing from a monster, and I—I can’t believe I said that.” 


He tilts his head, an irrefutable teasing glint in his dark eyes. “I believe you also called me a 
child.” 


“Well that one you deserved,” she jokes, even as her words wade through tears. 
When he laughs, Alina realizes that she’s smiling in spite of it all. 


Their laughter slides away under the weight of their reality and Aleks frowns. “You know...I 
know how hard this is. Well, I don’t know , but—my point is, you don’t have to be perfect 


with me. That’s what I meant when, God—’” He stares up at the ceiling for a beat before 
looking at her again. “That’s what I should have said earlier. That’s what I meant.” 


Alina nuzzles her cheek on the now-sleeping kitten’s head. “And...I know I should have told 
you I remembered something.” 


He shrugs. “You were right that you don’t owe me that, but...I hope you share anyway.” 
“T just—it was another thing I was ashamed of, I guess.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Alina feels like her chest might cave in. “That I couldn’t keep my promise.” 


“Alina, that—” He closes his eyes for a beat, shaking his head. “You can’t keep promises you 
don’t remember making, and—even with your memory, I don’t expect you to live by 
promises that this you didn’t make, based on feelings and experiences and...and relationships 
that you don’t remember being a part of.” 


“T haven’t recovered any other memories—just so you know.” 
“That was a pretty ironic first memory.” 


Alina laughs. “Well, I thought Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind sounded like a suitable 
movie choice for a victim of amnesia. My friends and I watched it, and...it sparked the 
memory, I guess.” She pauses, swallowing tears as she truly feels it for the first time; a 
gaping hole in her soul, the ache of loss—not the loss of memories or the loss of time, but the 
loss of him. The loss of what they had. “We seemed really happy.” 


His responding smile is soft, but haunted all the same. He glances at the sleeping kitten in her 
arms. “We were.” His words sound distorted, as if they are reaching her under water. “We 
were really happy.” 


Her breath catches when she attempts to speak. She clears her throat and the words tumble 
out, stilted and unnatural. “You know, I don’t expect you to put your life on hold for me. I 
mean—I’m not saying it would be cool if you brought women back here , but if you want 
that, if you—you know what I mean.” 


He raises his brow, unable to mask his obvious amusement. “I’Il be sure to entertain my 
imaginary women elsewhere.” 


She frowns. “I’m serious.” 

“So am I.” He pauses, then opens his mouth once more before abruptly closing it. 
“What?” 

He shakes his head. 


“You were going to say something.” 


“Yeah, but...you aren’t ready to hear it yet.” 


Alina stares at him, waiting for him to look away first, but he doesn’t. Their gazes remain as 
tightly locked as their fate and her heart ricochets against her ribcage, a caged animal seeking 
escape. The time for running is over though. 


Before either of them can say anything, the kitten wakes, climbing over her again. She 
giggles, holding out her arm for them. 


“So we’re keeping him?” Aleks asks. 

Alina turns to him, opening her mouth and feigning alarm. “Of course we’re keeping him.” 
He smiles wider. “What’s his name?” 

“Hmm...” 


“What about Shadow?” he suggests, chuckling as the kitten circles her. “I have a feeling he’s 
about to become yours.” 


“Shadow is perfect.” She bites down on her embarrassingly wide smile. “Do you have things 
for him?” 


“The basics. But we can go to the store tomorrow, if you want.” 
She beams. “I do want.” 


Aleks stands, offering his hand and pulling her up with him. His thumb runs over hers, 
lingering for a beat before he releases her. 


“What sounds good for dinner?” he asks. 
“Pizza.” He picks up Shadow and places him in her arms. “Definitely pizza.” 
=00=- 


Despite their tumultuous first night in the new apartment, the following weeks slide through 
Alina’s fingers with a comfort, a quietude, that surprises her. Aleks and her fit together 
effortlessly, their tastes molding and melting into one. The warm white walls and oak 
hardwood floors are filled with the sleek lines of Aleks’s mid-century furniture, with the 
warm, colorful accents and decor that once belonged to her and now belong to them. There 
are more plants and candles than Aleks seems to know what to do with, but he doesn’t 
indicate that he minds; he seems as content as she 1s. 


Alina expected their living situation to be amicable, but ultimately separate—two parallel 
silos, climbing towards the same goal but ultimately following their own paths. Instead, their 
schedules and lives soften around the edges until it is hard to tell them apart from one 
another; it is both unnerving and a great comfort. Alina had expected to have the evenings to 
herself at the apartment, given Aleks’s habit of working long hours. Instead, he comes by her 
desk each day at 4:30 p.m. sharp so that he can drive them home. When she retires to her 


room for the evening, she often leaves him working on his laptop at the kitchen table, making 
up for his early departures. Still, he never once complains. 


Aleks cooks her dinner for them nearly every night—an unexpected skill, she must admit. 
Her own cooking skills pale in comparison, but he seems to find it a soothing practice, so she 
doesn’t feel too guilty about the imbalance. They discuss their days while she assists in the 
kitchen; he teaches her a few things, here and there. Occasionally, she shares a few of her 
own recipes. Most of them are unconventional, meals thrown together out of necessity when 
she had little in the way of options as a teenager or when first living with Mal. But Aleks 
listens intently to all her stories and when she makes her mother’s Lo Mein recipe—one of 
the few childhood memories that she carried into adulthood—he pays special attention to her 
exact directions and insists that she write down the recipe so that he can perfect it. 


Of course, there are awkward moments as well—bumping into one another in towels as they 
walk from their respective bathrooms to their bedrooms, bidding each other goodnight in a 
formal manner that Alina can’t help but internally cringe at, and arguing over cleaning duties 
(Aleks is determined that she shouldn’t lift a finger). But they handle these moments with 
grace, with a delicate acknowledgement of what they once were to each other and a firm 
understanding of what they are now—friends, future co-parents, and nothing more. And if 
Alina’s heart sometimes protests at such a rigid belief system, then so be it. 


The only room left sparse, the semicolon in their all but settled life together, remains the 
nursery. It’s the same room the realtor pointed out to Alina when she first toured the 
apartment, the front bedroom with the three tall windows lining the wall that overlooks the 
street. It’s the room Alina was standing in when she felt so overwhelmed by the vastness of 
the three bedroom, two bathroom penthouse condo that she made the impulsive decision to 
further entangle Aleks in her life. She can’t imagine feeling lonely or overwhelmed now, not 
when the apartment is filled with their humble attempt at building something of a life—if not 
together, then side-by-side. 


2=00== 
It’s late, the night before their 28 week doctor appointment, when Aleks brings it up. 


Alina is lying on their leather couch watching television with a full stomach; her feet were 
wordlessly pulled onto Aleks’s lap hours ago. It is the last night of June, a cool night 
dangling off the precipice of summer. Their windows are opened, allowing for the flutter of a 
breeze to float through the room and for the night chatter evaporating off the streets below to 
echo softly in the background. 


Shadow is a curled ball of black fluff on the back of the couch, right next to Aleks’s head. 
Aleks was right about Shadow being just that, but he was wrong about the kitten’s target. To 
Alina’s amusement and dismay, Shadow is more smitten with Aleks than her. Aleks is more 
irritated than amused by this development and offers Alina an apologetic frown everytime the 
kitten leaves her side to follow him out of the room. This, of course, only furthers Alina’s 
amusement. 


Enveloped in this moment of peace, Alina cannot help but wonder if this image is the exact 
replica of a future that different versions of themselves once dreamed of. But real life, of 


course, carries a depth that extends far beneath the surface of a snapshot. 
“We should set up the nursery soon.” 


Alina tears her eyes from the television screen, running a hand over her growing bump. The 
baby has been moving a lot lately, a bundle of energy insistent on doing somersaults at the 
most inconvenient times. Still, the unfiltered joy on Aleks’s face when he’s around for those 
moments makes it all worth it. 


“We have time,” she counters. 


He gives her bump a pointed look. “Not very much time—we should be prepared, just in case 
they come early.” 


Her face must reflect the internal panic his words spark, because his expression softens as he 
squeezes her calf. “It'll be fine, it’s just—you know me. I’ll feel better if we have everything 
in order.” 


You know me . Three simple words that hold so much weight, because she realizes he is right. 
He didn’t say, you used to know me , but rather you know me —here, in the present, as they 
are now. She hadn’t realized how true that is until he breathed life into the words. 


“We don’t have anything to set up yet,” she points out. 


He nods. “I was thinking that maybe we can take the rest of tomorrow off after the 
appointment and do some shopping.” He pauses before adding the drawn-out, purposeful 
words, “If you’re available, of course.” 


Alina bites down on her lip to mask her amusement; he’s working hard at collaborating rather 
than trying to plan and do everything on his own. His efforts are both charming and a bit 
comical. 


“Yeah, I can do that. I don’t have any meetings or anything urgent.” 


Alina doesn’t mention that she feels nervous taking any time off, especially for anything 
related to him or the baby. She never mentioned her bathroom conversation with Zoya to 
Aleks, or the fact that Zoya has remained a frosted version of professional ever since. It’s not 
like Zoya is doing anything wrong as her boss, nor does Alina really blame her for the 
judgment. But the last thing she wants is for Aleks to get involved and ultimately make 
things worse. 


She clears her throat before adding, “what do you think about learning the sex?” Her hands 
twist nervously in her lap. “I mean it’s not like I care or want to do a blue or pink room. It’s 
just...nothing about this hasn t been a surprise, and it would kind of be nice to just... know.” 


He nods, understanding. “Whatever you want, that’s fine with me.” 


--00-- 


Alina had assumed that they would just go to Target, but she finds herself following Aleks 
around a premier downtown baby boutique instead. Still, she figures this isn’t the hill to die 
on when it comes to resisting Aleks spending money on her—if there is one area that she’s 
okay with him splurging, it’s their baby. She supposes that if Aleks wants a spoiled child, 
that’s at least half his prerogative. After her own childhood was cut short, she can’t pretend 
that she isn’t on the same page there. 


Aleks frowns pensively as he looks at each item, taking such care to examine each piece of 
furniture and toy that Alina grows impatient; her feet are always sore these days. She nearly 
complains, but then she notices the crackling energy bubbling beneath his surface—the same 
naked joy that he always seems intent on masking, but that he couldn’t subdue quickly 
enough in the doctor’s office when they found out they’re having a daughter. 


A little you, he had breathed against her temple, his smile wide and exposed. 


She didn’t remember ever witnessing such a smile, but it seemed familiar to her all the same. 
It took her a beat to realize that she recognized the smile from the polaroid photo, the one that 
she still pulls out under the veil of darkness, searching for clues it probably doesn’t hold. As 
quickly as the smile appeared, he cleared his throat and kissed her temple. After squeezing 
her hand, he said nothing more of it. 


“Which do you prefer?” he asks, pointing between two cribs. 

She stares at them, tilting her head. “I don’t see a difference, if I’m being honest.” 
He tilts his head too, staring. Then he rattles one of them, checking its sturdiness. 
“I’m sure they’re both fine—” 


“T’ll ask a sales associate which is preferred,” he announces, checking the tags. “I think 
they’re the same price.” 


Her lips twist into a smile he can’t see. She’s tempted to slink away to peruse clothing or 
books, or to simply find a bench, but she can’t part from him when he’s acting like this— 
when him so enthusiastically taking on the role of a father causes butterflies to erupt in her 
stomach. 


When she decided to keep the baby all those months ago, she expected to be doing all of this 
alone, back in her small studio. She’s grateful for this twist of fate, despite the heartache 
encountered on the path to this destination, and despite the fact she is not so naive as to 
believe there isn’t more heartache to come. The structure of her life always has been and 
always will remain fragile; one straw house after another blown to pieces, renewed 
adaptation and the gruesome resetting of bones each and every time. 


Despite her fears of what might pass, her present joy drives her desperation to recover her 
memories. With each day she spends with Aleks, she understands just how cherished those 
memories must have been. 


She waits until hours later, when they’re in the nursery unpacking the items that didn’t need 
to be shipped, to bring up the idea that she ruminated on as they walked through the baby 
boutique. 


“T’ve been thinking about our conversation,” she prompts. “About my memories.” 


His head whips around at an impressive speed, the bag he was holding slipping out of his 
hand. Thankfully, it was only a bag of clothing. “Did you—” 


“No, no,” she quickly clarifies. “No, I—I kind of had an idea, I guess.” He raises his brow, 
prompting her to continue. “Well, just following my familiar work routine hasn’t done 
anything to spur old memories. So I was thinking about how the one memory I recovered was 
prompted by something so...specific.” 


“The movie.” 
“Yeah,” she confirms. “The movie. So I was thinking—maybe it’s dumb, I don’t know—” 


“Anything is worth trying.” There’s an edge to his voice, a desperation he isn’t quick enough 
to smother. 


“T was thinking that maybe if we repeat some memories of specific times we were together 
—” She immediately stops talking, cheeks burning as she recognizes his teasing smile. “Not 
like that —I don’t mean sex, I mean—” 


“IT know what you mean,” he chuckles. 


“Well, the ball’s in your court for planning that then, because...well, I obviously don’t 
remember anything we did.” 


He laughs again before sitting down on the window ledge. “Ill... work on that.” 


She nods, trying to steer them away from his previous train of thinking—joke or not. Of 
course, his follow-up question ensures that she fails miserably. 


“You’re sure there are no other memories?” he asks. “No...glimpses, even? Like the one you 
told me of our first time together—even just vague flashes? That might be helpful.” 


Her traitorous mind immediately flashes back to the maybe sex dream, maybe memory, that 
she’s worked hard to fold away in the deepest corners of her concious. She watches the 
precise moment of her mistake reflected on his face when his dark eyes narrow, sharpen, at 
her hesitation. 


She quickly shakes her head. “No, there’s nothing.” Turning around, she walks out of the 
nursery. “What should we do for dinner?” she calls over her shoulder. Grabbing her phone off 
the kitchen island, she tries to appear busy scrolling through Postmates when Aleks follows 
her into the room. 


“Alina?” 


“Hmm?” she asks, refusing to look up at him. “Dinner?” 


“Alina.” Her name is not a question this time; it teeters on a scold instead. “I saw you 
hesitate. What aren’t you telling me?” 


“No.” She shakes her head again, gaze burning a hole in her phone screen that she no longer 
sees. “It’s stupid, it’s—” 


“Hey, nothing’s stupid,” he tries, stepping closer. He takes her phone out of her hand, setting 
it on the island. She’s so flustered that she lets him. “What did you remember? C’mon—it 
might be helpful, right?” 


“T don’t think so.” 
“Alina.” 


She sighs dramatically, gritting her teeth like a frustrated child so that it’s explicitly clear to 
him just how much she hates this conversation. 


“That’s the thing—it was only a dream. I just—I thought that maybe this dream might also be 
a memory, but that’s stupid, because it’s probably just a good, old-fashioned, dumb, 
meaningless dream. But it—well, you were there, even though the dream happened before I 
knew about...about us—” She pauses, swallowing. “But I’m not really sure, so—” 


“Alina.” Her name floats between them, like he’s well aware he’s talking her off a ledge. His 
hand lands on her shoulder—surely meant to be a comforting gesture, but it only makes her 
burn white as he leans down to look directly into her eyes. ““You’re rambling.” In spite of 
everything, in spite of her heart pounding in her ears, he soothes her all the same time. “If I 
was there, I could answer your question quite easily.” 


She should be able to discuss this with him, but sometimes she forgets that the entire reason 
they’re in this situation is because they had sex—they had sex many times. That version of 
her was comfortable enough with him to have this conversation—that much is clear from the 
one solid, certain memory she does hold. But this version of her feels like a freshman 
attempting to casually discuss sex with the hot, experienced senior. It’s intimidating, and 
uncomfortable, but it’s also...thrilling, and tempting . 


“No, it’s fine,” she stammers, taking a full step away from him and reaching for her phone 
again. “It doesn’t matter.” 


He huffs and takes the phone out of her hand for a second time, prompting her own scoff of 
protest in return. 


“Why are you acting so strangely?” 


She shifts nervously, feeling even stranger with her bump between them. Cheeks, neck, chest 
flush as she tries to hold her head above water under his scrutinous gaze. She sees the 
moment she fails, despite not saying anything. Aleksander tenses, straightening and rolling 
back his shoulders before slowly setting her phone on the counter. 


“Oh.” She expected him to tease. In fact, she would prefer his teasing, his amusement, to the 
plain hunger he wears now. “One of...those dreams.” 


She nods, swallowing. 
“Or,” he continues. “Or—maybe not a dream. A memory.” 


She nods again, biting down hard on her lip as blood rushes to her face and unfortunately, 
between her legs too. 


Aleks takes a step closer, voice rough. “We can talk about it, Alina. We’re both adults. Was 
there something...specific about it?” 


Nervous laughter bursts from her as she runs her hands down her face, obscuring her view of 
him before she walks around to the other side of the kitchen island. 


“Where are you going?” he laughs, taking a step towards her. 
“No—’” she protests, putting a hand up. He freezes. “You, just—you stay on that side.” 


He raises his hands in surrender before leaning forward on his forearms, palms flat on the 
island, a safe four or so feet across from her. 


“Go on.” 


His mask slips in the same manner as it did at the doctor’s appointment—but it isn’t pure joy 
that shines through, like when they found out that they’re having a daughter. He is beaming 
with a cutting cousin of joy, she realizes, because this asshole is enjoying her squirm. His 
amusement sparks a defiant irritation in her, one that allows her to hold onto what’s left of her 
resolve. She raises her chin at him, stalling as she contemplates how to describe the dream in 
such a way that she doesn’t feel like she’s reading erotica aloud to him. 


“When we were...when we...” 
“Had sex?” 


“Yes, that.” She ignores the way he bites his bottom lip in an obvious attempt to smother his 
smile. She ignores the fact that she wishes she could bite his bottom lip too. “Did we—at 
least sometimes—use like...different names?” 


He trembles slightly, holding in laughter. “Names?” 


“Stop it,” she snaps. Aleks takes a breath, and another, before finally schooling his features. 
“Tt isn’t funny—you know what I mean.” 


“Truly, I’m not sure that I do.” He pauses, a doubtful pinch in his brow as he narrows his 
eyes. “Like roleplay?” he asks, already shaking his head. “Because—” 


“No, not really, no, like—not names, but...like titles, I guess.” 


His entire manner changes, like she flipped a switch between his ribs. Dark eyes, any trace of 
humor evaporated as he stares at her. Her chest heaves under his gaze and she regrets ever 
taking a step away from him. As if reading her mind, he slowly rounds the kitchen island, 
wordlessly offering her a chance to protest; she doesn’t. 


“Then that’s a memory...probably.” His voice, a low rasp, scraped pavement. “But—” The 
desperation, the plea, embedded in both his eyes and next words, startles her. “Tell me about 
it.” The space between them ignites, crackling before catching a flame as he leans lower, his 
shallow breath fanning across her burning cheek. “Please.” 


“It’s embarrassing.” 
“No, it’s not—not with me.” 


She swallows. “You were above me.” Her words, although quiet, are steady—laced with 
confidence despite the heat radiating off of him, of them. “You had my wrists pinned above 
me and your fingers inside of me.” 


She is too weak to withstand his gaze, bearing down on her, stripping her of something 
essential. Her own gaze runs from his, settling on his throat as he swallows thickly. “Go on.” 


“T...I begged you to keep going.” A sharp inhale; she doesn’t know from which of them. “I 
called you Aleks and you—” 


“And I what?” he whispers; a decibel louder and their delicate game might have erupted. 


“And you—your thumb was on my clit, your fingers slowed—’” She cannot iron the tremble 
from her words, each breathed on a valley or a peak. “And you asked what I called you.” The 
shudder of her exhale, more gasp than breath. “When I didn’t answer, you repeated that you 
asked me a question.” 


“You remember all of this?” he murmurs. 
She forces herself to continue, ignoring his question. “And I answered—I answered—” 
“Go ahead,” he breathes. “Say it.” 


She stares up at him, gaze dragged to his lips for a beat before she twists the shape of the 
word in her mouth.“Daddy.” 


The room is suspended in silence for a beat, and another. When he licks his lips, she looks 
down at the floor before her words spill, blood pouring from a fresh scab picked clean. “Then 
I asked you if—if I could come.” 


Aleks leans forward and Alina expects to run, or freeze before crumpling inward; she melts 
into him instead. Lips brushing her ear, voltage sparking life into her. 


“Good girl,” he whispers, either finishing the memory, or—she looks up, her nose trailing his 
jaw. Or is he saying this to her now? Is she still recounting a memory or has she unwittingly 
stepped into a new game entirely. 


“Your turn,” she manages. “And then what?” 


The tension drawn tight between them on the verge of snapping; even they have their limits. 
“T told you to come for me—to come for Daddy.” 


Her eyes scale his face, landing on black eyes. “A memory,” she murmurs. 


His knuckles drained white, gripping the counter beside them—the only sign of a caged 
animal beneath the disciplined veil of restraint. 


“A memory.” 


His forehead drops to hers and her eyes flutter closed; her entire world consists of two pairs 
of lungs, twin breaths unsteady and ragged. 


It would be so easy to give into this fire, to indulge in the way that he makes her flush, that he 
makes her smile when he scolds Shadow, that he makes her feel safe in the most uncertain of 
circumstances. But her brain is still a tangled web of memories and loss, her heart too weak 
to bear the weight of both her sister life and the one she walks now. 


“Lina.” Warm lips trail across her nose, her cheeks. She places a hand on his chest, meaning 
to form a barrier, to rebuild something that resembles a wall. She is marked by the pulse of 
his rampant, runaway heart instead. 


“We shouldn’t do this.” A breath of caution, of reality, landing on his lips. 
“We shouldn’t.” Is he questioning her choice or echoing the sentiment? 
“It means something to you that it doesn’t to me.” 

He tenses beneath her palm. 


She hears the flutter of the lie as soon as she gives it life, sets it free. She did not mean it in 
the way that she is certain it sounded. She did not mean it in the way that she is certain Aleks 
heard it— it means something to you, while it means nothing to me . That couldn’t be further 
from the truth—the truth, which is to say, it means something simple, something definitive, to 
you, while it means something complicated, something knotted, for me . 


She opens her mouth to correct herself, but thinks better of it. It is easier this way, with these 
lines of steel. He doesn’t need to know how easily they might bend or twist beneath the 
weight of his affection. He steps away, taking a deep breath as he runs a hand through his 
hair. It sticks up wildly and she chokes the agonizing urge to smooth it down. 


“T’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” 


“Tt’s okay,” she assures him, offering a tepid smile. “You didn’t do anything wrong.” She 
pauses, before teasing, “so—definitely a memory?” 


He chuckles, falling against the island, like he needs it for support. “Definitely a memory.” 
He pauses, looks at her for a moment. “I—” 


Shadow’s cry pierces the space between them and they look down in unison as the kitten 
begins rolling on his back between their feet. When Alina looks up at Aleks, she catches a 
grimace nearly murderous. Fearing he might actually punt a kitten, she bends down—slowly, 
ungracefully—and picks up the kitten. 


“T think we better leave Daddy alone tonight,” she coos. 
She doesn’t fight her cheeky smile as she looks up at him, winking before she walks away. 
--O0O-- 


Aleks lays on his back, hands under his head and eyes tracking the flickering lights of 
passing cars across his ceiling. It’s an incredibly strange thing to be so close to having 
everything you want, to have your dreams dangled within an inch of you, and to still be 
denied them by such an insurmountable obstruction. That’s how it feels living with Alina, 
knowing that she’s sleeping across the hall instead of in his bed. Alina, and his daughter of 
course. His stomach flips when he thinks of the baby; the nerves gnawing at him are 
unrecognizable from the butterflies stoking joy with each flap of their wings. 


Tonight, his mind is admittedly stuck on a less innocent topic. Even so, the memory that 
keeps cycling through his mind feels ironically innocent, in its own way. It’s the kind of 
memory that ignites a craving for Alina in his bed, but not so that he can make her moan. He 
simply wants to hold her. 


“Don t look at me,” she groans, her forearm thrown over her eyes—which are already 
screwed shut. “I’m humiliated. Just—you should go.” 


“Alina.” He tries to school his expression into something serious, tries to wipe the 
amusement off his face as he hovers above her and pries her arm from her face. Her eyes 
remain shut, cheeks flushed—he isnt sure whether the orgasm or the embarrassment is to 
blame. Probably both. 


“C’mon now,” he tries, laying back down beside her. He throws his arm over her bare waist 
and pulls her into him, nuzzling her temple. He cant help but chuckle at how shy she is about 
this; a better man wouldn t be even more turned on by it, but he’s never been a better man. 
“There s nothing to be embarrassed about.” 


She slowly opens one eye, followed by the other, before rolling her head to look at him. Her 
hand lands on the forearm still strewn across her stomach and he feels her relax into him. “Tt 
is embarrassing.” 


He shrugs. “It’s a kink, Alina.” 


“T don t have any kinks. 


He quirks an eyebrow. “You sure about that?” When she frowns, he sweeps a stray hair off 
her face before shrugging again. “I think it’s incredibly hot.” 


“Really? Have others...” She trails off, but they both know that others generally means 
Luda. 


“No,” he answers honestly. “But that doesn t mean I’m not into it.” He buries his face in the 
crook of her neck and pinches her side, drawing a giggle. “I’m happy to be your Daddy, 
sweetheart.” 


“Don t be mean,” she scolds around her laughter. She shoves him with little success. 


“C’mere.”’ He holds onto her tighter, his own laughter joining her squeals. “Daddy’s got 


a” 


you. 


Aleks groans, rolling onto his side and holding a pillow over his head as he tries to wring the 
grief out of his memories. 


=== 


“Have you given any thought to the—uh—recreating memories idea?” Alina shakes her head, 
running a hand over the swell of her bump. “That sounds like some kind of awful hallmark 
card.” 


Aleks’s hand tightens on the steering wheel, eyes drawn to the bump that seems to grow 
before his eyes. He can tell that she’s nervous, that she probably wonders why he hasn’t said 
anything since she brought the idea up a week ago. There is a reason, of course, but not one 
he can voice aloud without stripping himself of what little self-preservation he has left. 


“Aleks?” 


If he turns, he’s going to come face-to-face with dark eyes that drown, two bullets to his 
sanity. If he brushes her off, he’ll watch them fill with disappointment. Whose 
disappointment does he fear more? Hers or his own? He already knows the answer to that. 


“Yes,” he confirms, hedging, hanging from a tightrope. “The first thing that came to mind 
was horseback riding.” Still facing the road, his eyes flicker knowingly to her bump. “That’s 
obviously not an option right now.” 


Out of the corner of his eye, he catches Alina’s smile before she turns to look out the window. 
“T’ve always wanted to ride a horse,” she announces, like the mere thought of it pleases her. 


He chuckles, pieces of his anxiety chipping away. “I know—that’s why I took you.” He 
clears his throat, adding, “Ill think on it some more.” 


Alina is quiet for the duration of the drive into the office and he feels all the words he can’t 
say piled on his lungs, filling his mouth. The truth is, there are countless memories he could 
recreate, but he watches his future play out in his head like an omen. 


He recreates a memory, and another, each stitched together until their love story unfolds 
beneath her. He recreates their story—decorates it, drapes it in finery, spins it with gold—and 
yet, she doesn’t fall in love with him for a second time. The universe recognizes that what 
they had was a fluke, a tear in the fabric of everything right, of everything rational. 


He recreates their story, but she doesn’t fall in love with him for a second time. 
He isn’t sure if that’s something he would survive. 

--00-+ 
“Tt looks really good.” 


Alina stands in the middle of the nursery that they spent the entirety of their Saturday putting 
together. Her hands land on her lower back as she stretches, ignoring the ache in her ankles 
from being on her feet all day. If she shows a single sign of discomfort, Aleks won’t leave her 
alone until she’s sitting down. 


He looks over his shoulder at her, hanging the last piece of the wall art—it’s a print of the 
logo that she created for the company, the rays of sun shining behind a moon. It was what he 
requested—or so he told her. Something with balance, something that showed the company’s 
growth. She created this new one last month, playing with the official logo, at her desk a 
week ago. 


It’s similar to the company one, but designed with a softer touch, with smoothed edges. 
Warm gray and butter gold replace the intimidating black and gold of the original. The longer 
she looks at it, the more she loves it—an oddity when it comes to her relationships with her 
creations. But this—the origin of their relationship reshaped by present circumstance—is 
alluring in a way she only recently began to understand. Without meaning to, she and Aleks 
have thawed over morning coffee, have smoothed each others’ edges with every pull of her 
feet onto his lap, have softened, found balance with every thought shared, confessed. 


“Ts this straight?” he asks. 


She takes a step back, tilts her head for a moment before nodding. He walks over to her when 
he finishes, his hand grazing her lower back and leaving a trail of goosebumps rushing up her 
arms. It’s not that she wasn’t attracted to him before—for better or worse—but ever since 
they discussed her memory in the kitchen, her pulse thrums everytime he comes near her. She 
wonders if this is how the ghost he fell in love with felt when she first created the new logo a 
year ago. She wonders if the ghost tried not to crawl out of her own skin with unadulterated 
need, like she does now. 


“Oh.” She walks out of the nursery, calling over her shoulder, “just one more thing.” 


She can’t read his expression when she returns to the room with Goodnight Moon in her 
hands. She shrugs, smiles sheepishly as she sets it on the shelf with the other children’s 
books. “I figured that it belongs in here.” 


She doesn’t mention that the polaroid she found, the talisman that connects her to a version of 
herself that no longer exists, is tucked safely in her nightstand drawer beside her bed. She 
doesn’t mention that when she’s lonely at night, when she craves the man that is sleeping 
across the hall, she holds the polaroid and pretends that she is the version of Alina who knew 
how to make him laugh with such reckless abandon. 


“You never did tell me why you bought it for me,” she adds, finger running over the book’s 
spine. 


He shifts on his feet, clears his throat. “It was your favorite book as a child.” 
“But that’s not all.” 
“No,” he agrees, scratching his beard. 


Lately, anytime she asks him to describe a memory to her, he reacts as if she’s tearing a stitch 
from tender skin, digging at a fresh wound. She doesn’t know how to compensate her need 
for those memories with her anguish when she causes him obvious pain. 


“You told me it was one of the few memories you have of your parents,” he adds, after a beat. 
“T just...” he trails off as he stares at the ground. When his gaze returns to her, it blazes with 
renewed determination. “I wanted to do what I could to give you back a piece of them.” 


His words are a fatal blow to her hormones and she blinks rapidly as she tries to keep her 
tears at bay. “Did I...did I tell you what happened with them?” 


He nods slowly, cautiously. She opens her mouth—to say what, she isn’t sure. She cannot 
bring herself to revisit this wound with him quite yet—she trusts him to stop the bleeding, but 
she doesn’t trust herself to let him walk away from her once he does. 


She glances at the book again, forcing a brittle laugh that sounds all wrong. She knows he 
must hear the holes in it, but when she turns to look at him, he smiles softly. 


“T bet when you bought me this, you didn’t imagine you’d be putting it in a nursery,” she 
jokes, attempting to steer them into lighter territory. 


He shrugs. “Well...maybe not this soon.” 


She narrows her eyes at him. “I thought you didn’t want kids.” Her hand instinctively rests on 
her bump before she backtracks. “I mean, I’m not saying you don’t want this baby now . I 
mean, you never had any with...well, before.” 


She keeps expecting this conversation to make him squirm, but he only shrugs again, folding 
his arms over his chest. “No, I didn’t. But with us...well, I admittedly hadn’t thought that far 
ahead. I kind of figured we could have those conversations after I proposed.” 


“After you what?” she sputters. 


At last, he tenses. “I didn’t mean I had a ring or anything,” he clarifies. “I didn’t want to rush 
you, or... well, it was just an idea, is all.” 


Alina’s lips part, mind reeling. She clicks her tongue, hesitating, cherry picking what she 
hopes are the right words. “I guess I didn’t realize we were on...that path, is all.” 


“Just because the beginning of our relationship was...what it was, doesn’t mean it ended that 
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way. 


Given the edge to his voice, she can’t tell if he is irritated or embarrassed—maybe both. All 
the same, his words cut. She swallows thickly, trying to breathe around Luda’s words that 
were etched into her psyche during their conversation. 


If you’re the same woman you were a year ago, without memories of making those choices, 
what makes you think that you wont fall in love with him all over again? That was the 
version of you that fell in love with him in the first place. 


I told you that you did me a favor by revealing what an asshole my husband was and that I 
couldn t wait for you to realize you weren t special enough to keep him either. I told you that 
Aleks clearly wasn t interested in any kind of a family and that he’d become bored of you too, 
in time. 


“Speaking of us...ending—lI have to tell you something.” She questions her own words the 
moment that she says them. Can anything good come from this conversation? She wonders if 
that might be her point—if she makes him angry, then she can reconstruct the wall between 
them, the wall that grew flimsy, that is on the verge of crumbling if it hasn’t already. 


He turns to her, patient, expectant. 
“T spoke with Luda.” 


She waits for the blow, the accusation, the hurling of words about trust, about privacy. She 
waits for a reaction that will allow her to keep her distance from him, but it never comes. He 
simply tilts his head, brow quirked. 


“Are you angry?” 


“No...” He trails off, looking at her in a way that makes her feel too exposed. “I’m not your 
gatekeeper, Alina. You can talk to whoever you like. I’m not angry, just—curious, I guess.” 


She feels a prick of irritation at his kindness, at being too good, too trusting of a man to push 
away. 


“Why would I be angry?” he questions when she says nothing. “Do you...do you want to talk 
about it?” 


The air in her lungs is sticky. “Um...I guess,” she stutters, not understanding the truth of her 
words until they’re said aloud. “I think so.” 


Aleks doesn’t hesitate before he heads towards the door, nodding at her to follow him. The 
subtle comment is so natural that her cheeks flush as she follows. She sits down next to him 
on the couch, tracing the back of it as she attempts to sort her thoughts. 


“T went to talk to her after our fight,” she starts, staring at her finger. “You were right about 
me—about me not wanting to face my part in all this.” She glances up at him. “I wanted to 
take a first step in making things right. Not just for me or us, but for the baby.” 


She had expected anger, but it’s clear to her now how anxious he is. Before she can stop 
herself, she reaches for his hand, squeezing it. 


“Don’t worry,” she tells him, forcing a light laugh that grinds against the serious 
conversation. “It’s nothing terrible.” 


His thumb strokes her hand; she doesn’t pull away. “Go ahead.” 
“Well, to begin with, I found out that it wasn’t my first time apologizing to her.” 
She can tell by the way that Aleks blinks at her that this is news to him too. 


“We actually had a good conversation. But I’m bringing this up because, according to Luda, 
the first time that I spoke with her was around the same time that you said we fought—that 
you said I ended things. She...she said some things—some things I probably deserved, but 
that I realize now aren’t true.” 


Aleks grimaces. “What kind of things?” 
Alina stares at their joined hands as she speaks, mesmerized by the pattern he’s still tracing. 


“Things like...you’d get bored of me, like how you got bored of her.” That particular 
sentiment is one that she isn’t sure isn’t true, but she’s surprised how deeply the thought of it 
guts her. ““And—and that I wasn’t special enough that you’d want any kind of family with 
me,” she forces herself to say. “She said she didn’t know I was pregnant,” she quickly 
clarifies, before taking a steadying breath. 


“T don’t even know if I knew—I’m not sure if that specifically led to our fight, but I’m 
sure...I’m sure it would have left me feeling terribly. Does...does what you remember from 
that night make more sense in light of that?” She doesn’t give him a chance to respond before 
barreling ahead, her words pouring from her. “I think...I think maybe it made me panic. I 
don’t need my memories from the last year to know I have issues with...with abandonment.” 
Her cheeks burn at the admission, at yet another piece of her stripped bare for him. “Knowing 
me, I...well, I probably wanted to leave before I was left.” 


She doesn’t realize she’s crying until Aleks leans forward and kisses her cheek bone where a 
stray tear escaped. He repeats the action on her other cheek, his lips turning rain to flowers. 


“T wouldn’t—” 
“T know.” 
He pulls away, cupping her face, forcing her gaze to meet his. “Do you? Do you know that?” 


She nods and for one momentous, exhilarating, petrifying breath, she thinks he might kiss 
her. His face hovers above hers and she waits for her ruin, for the wall to burn to ash. Then he 
presses a chaste kiss to her forehead. When he sits back down, a foot away from her, he 
squeezes her leg. She’s sure the gesture is meant to be a comfort, but it feels lukewarm on her 
frozen heart. 


“Good,” he murmurs. She thinks the word is meant for his own ears. “Good.” 


--00-- 


Alina cannot sleep. 


Past midnight now, she continues tossing and turning—with great effort, due to her bump— 
as she’s been doing for hours. A moment later, she surrenders to insomnia with a huff and sits 
up, turning her light on and pulling open her nightstand draw. The drawer is nearly empty, 
save for her vibrator and the polaroid. Maybe she should reach for her vibrator, should try to 
exhaust herself and release some of the nervous energy that she’s been brimming with since 
her conversation with Aleks this afternoon. 


It isn’t just lust though; something innate, something like yearning, has taken root in her 
heart, has twisted around her ribcage until each breath feels like a feat. She stares down at the 
photo, at his smile. 


I kind of figured we could have those conversations after I proposed. 
I wouldn t. Do you know that? 


Since finding out about Aleksander, her feelings for him have been nothing if not tumultuous 
—shame, anger, guilt. But she realizes now that every bruise, every shadowed feeling, can be 
narrowed down to a single one: fear. Fear has driven her worst feelings, was the root of every 
single one. It wasn’t fear that he would leave though—it wasn’t that simple. Even before 
today, she did not doubt that he believed he would stand by her side. 


Yet, today was the first time it felt like he was making that promise to her , rather than the 
ghost of a woman she isn’t sure she’ll ever meet. It was her fear, she realizes now, that he 
could never love her as much as he loved the version of her that he lost. She has been 
haunting herself, expectations and memories she cannot live up to casting the darkest shadow 
over her every attempt to let this man into her heart. 


If there is one thing she feels more than fear, it is exhaustion. She is tired of fighting how 
drawn to him she is, tired of resisting his every attempt at kindness. Every excuse—their 
beginning being built upon lies, his status as her boss, the lies they told others, the pain left in 
their wake—was only a brick piled atop another, cementing her perfect wall. She thought 
those were reasons they couldn’t be together, but failed to see how they came together in 
spite of those reasons. The pain they caused was not intentional and they’d learned their 
lesson, but how long was she going to make both of them suffer for it? 


Alina throws her blanket off and sets the polaroid on the nightstand. She doesn’t want a photo 
or a memory. She wants him. 


--00-- 


Aleks has only just drifted off into a fitful sleep when a soft knock on his door jolts him 
awake. He rubs at his eyes, sitting up as the door opens a crack. 


“Aleks?” His name sounds sacred, whispered as it is under the blanket of nightfall. 


“Are you alright?” 


Alina steps inside his room, moonlight washing her in silver. The sight of her takes his breath 
away—a Cliche, to be sure, but a fact all the same. Her hair is down, tangled waves, tendrils 
of darkness against her ivory skin. Her bump protrudes beneath her flimsy tank top she paired 
with silky sleep shorts; affection swells in his chest, rising until it chokes him. 


“T’m fine, everything’s alright, I just...” she trails off, hugging her chest. 


He is afraid to move, afraid that she might dissolve like the dream that he’s certain this is. But 
he is so desperate to keep her, so desperate to hold onto whatever chance this is. He 
communicates this in the only way he knows how, wordlessly pulling back his blanket and 
opening the space beside him; an invite, a plea, a dive into something unknown if she is 
brave enough to jump. 


Alina climbs into bed next to him. He mirrors her, laying down and covering her with his 
blankets. 


“You sure you’re alright?” 


Alina snuggles further into his pillows; all he can think about is how her scent in his bed is 
going to drive him insane. Unless she stays in it, of course. 


“T am, I just—I’ve been thinking about things...about us.” 
“Yeah?” 


“Yeah. I feel like I’ve been running from what we have—had,” she quickly corrects. “I 
haven’t handled things well.” 


He frowns, reaching out to tuck a piece of hair behind her ear, her dark eyes tracking the 
gesture. “I never want you to feel like you have to rush things, or...or force something you 
don’t feel. You might never feel the way you did before.” 


“That’s the thing—early on, I think that might have been the case. I think that trying to jump 
in where we left off would have been forcing it. But lately, it feels like trying to keep my 
distance from you is what’s unnatural, is what’s forcing something...does that make sense?” 


His blood rushes in his ears, his hope soaring to heights that he knows he won’t survive. Too 
close to the sun again, his heart roars, but his fear of never having her again outweighs his 
fear of losing her a second time. Every day with her, every moment, counts. 


“T can’t promise that I—well, I can’t promise anything,” she continues. 
“Alina, you already know how I feel about you—” 
“How you felt about me,” she corrects him. 


“No.” His voice wavers, despite his certainty. “I knew you then and I know you now. Unlike 
you, I do have my memories and I’m telling you there isn’t a before and after—not for me. 
For me, there’s only an us.” He takes a breath. “And I don’t need promises from you, Alina— 
not now. I only need a chance to prove to you that I’m right.” 


“Right about what?” 


“Right about there still being an us. Right about knowing we can still find our way back to 
one another.” 


His eyes sweep over her face, taking in the rise and fall of her chest with each shallow breath, 
her teeth biting into her bottom lip. When she shuffles closer to him, he feels like he is 
falling. 


“Show me.” 


He forces himself to think straight, dragging one word after another as he tries not to let her 
dissolve his last trace of rationale. That was always the issue, wasn’t it? 


“We don’t have to rush things,” he points out. “We can take things slow, we can—” 
The darkness eats his words as a sharp disappointment paints her face. “You don’t want—” 


“No.” A vehement denial; he feels as if his character, the core of who he is, was just 
misjudged. “Of course I want that,” he adds, quieter. “I just don’t want you to do anything 
you'll regret.” 


“T won’t. I... don’t want to give into fear anymore. I just want to let myself feel whatever it 
is that we have—this thing that I’ve felt growing stronger each day since I found out about 
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US. 


When he lifts his hand, cupping her face, it trembles against her warm skin. He tries not to 
feel shame about that, tries not to let such an emotion into their bedroom again. When he 
leans in, he holds her like she might disappear again, despite the brush of her warm lips 
against his. The moment they collide, he no longer worries about something as weak as 
disappearing, as dissolving. They burn instead; she consumes him. He is not disappearing, he 
is melting into her. 


Her hand tangles in his hair as he shifts, hovering over her and exploring each others’ 
mouths, one hand steady next to her head and the other tracing her body until it lands on her 
bump. She tastes just like he remembers, like sunshine, like something natural and necessary 
for his survival. He can’t stop licking into her mouth, can’t stop trying to consume her in the 
same way she so wholly consumes him. 


He pushes her tank top up to her ribcage, desperate to feel the warmth of her skin beneath her 
palm. Desperate to feel where he left a piece of himself even when she was lost to him. Their 
daughter was their Charles River, a lighthouse calling them both home to each other, long 
before he realized it. They found each other again and he won’t let her slip through his 
fingers for a second time—he won’t survive it. 


She whimpers, fingers clutching desperately at his undershirt. When he finally pulls away for 
air, he imprints a trail of slow, open-mouth kisses down her throat, across her collarbone. 


“Please, I—” 


“What do you need?” His lips trace her jaw before his teeth find her earlobe, grazing, teasing. 
She shifts, squirms beneath him. “You, Aleks—” 
“Sasha,” he corrects. “Call me Sasha.” 


He doesn’t realize that matters to him until his words are etched in the hollow at the base of 
her neck. 


“Sasha,” she breathes, pulling him up for another kiss. “Sasha,” she whispers against his lips. 


His hand leaves her bump, reluctantly, moving between her legs. He forces her open, runs his 
fingers up her heat and over the cloth of her underwear. 


“Take them off,” she commands with a surprising force. 


He chuckles, lips abandoning hers and shifting so that he can hover over her. She lifts her 
hips obediently as he pulls down her ruined underwear and buries his face at the apex of her 
thighs, running his tongue through her folds. He groans when he tastes how wet she is; she 
must have laid in bed thinking about this, the same as he does everynight. 


When he looks up, he expects to find her smoldering eyes locked with his gaze. Instead, the 
site of her bump surprises him; his hand runs up it, desperate to hold another part of her. 
Without words, her hand finds his; an answer to a question he didn’t realize he was asking. 
Their fingers interlaced, he focuses on her cunt, pushing his tongue into her, licking into her 
at a relentless pace. 


“Please, please, fuck—” 


He sucks on her clit until a harmony of moans fills the room, her back arching as she comes, 
trembling beneath his touch. He eases her down gently, kitten licks over her cunt until her 
breathing steadies above him. It’s only when she moans his name, moans Sasha , that he sits 
up and pulls his shirt over his head. She seems to have the same idea because she pulls her 
tank top off, distracting him before he can remove his boxers. Her sweet smile is laced with 
mischief when his lips chase her pebbled nipple, but her hand on his chest halts him. 


“T need you inside me—now.” 


Her breathless words anchor him and he quickly shucks off his boxers, stroking his hard cock 
in an attempt to provide himself some immediate relief. Once he hovers over her again, he 
runs his cock between her folds, drawing gasps as he memorizes every microexpression on 
her face as he fills her; bitten, swollen lips, eyes rolled back, knitted brow. His shallow 
thrusts rock his bed, but he can already tell this position isn’t going to work anymore. Her 
bump brushes his stomach and prevents him from enveloping her the way that he craved for 
so long. He pulls out, rolling her onto her side and settling behind her, adjusting her leg so 
that he can slip into her from behind. 


“Oh God,” she moans as he fills her. “It’s...it’s so much, Sasha.” 


He moves slowly—more slowly than necessary, but for his own benefit, not hers. She still fits 
him like a glove, squeezing all thoughts out of his useless mind, and he is determined to 
treasure every second of this. He pauses when he sheathes her completely, buried to the hilt 
in his baby girl, his hand running down her bump and landing on her clit. She whimpers as he 
plays with her, teases her. 


“You alright, sweetheart?” 


She manages something of a nod before turning; he knows before she does that she needs a 
kiss, needs to taste him even as their bodies are molded as one. It was never enough with 
them, never could be; it was their triumph and their undoing. 


He begins to move—deep, slow thrusts—desperate to make this last. Despite what she told 
him, he isn’t certain about what will be waiting for him when all is said and done. He can’t be 
sure that she’s feeling the bliss he is, that she will want him, love him again. His hand moves 
to her top hip, gripping her tighter as he thrusts into her with more force. 


“Daddy.” The word is a mumble, an instinct, muscle memory that nearly makes him lose it 
right then and there. 


“Say it again,” he murmurs into her ear. He knows it was an accident when it takes her a beat; 
she doesn’t even realize she said it until the word is hovering above them; temptation, 
promise. 


“Feels so good, Daddy.” Her previous uncertainty melts off of her with the sweat on their 
backs. “Fuck—don’t stop. I—” She cries out when he begins pounding into her with more 
force. 


“You like when Daddy takes care of you, huh, baby girl?” 


He grunts, his thrusts erratic as he loses himself in her. He shouldn’t lean so heavily into this 
dynamic, not when she’s still wrapping her head around it, not when he finally has her in his 
arms, on his cock, again. He can’t help it though; he’s more desperate than ever to prove to 
her that he can take care of her, that he can give her everything, that he can protect her and 
give her the escape he knows she craves. 


She whimpers, moans as she clenches him tightly, and he knows she’s as affected as he is. 


“Good girl, baby,” he groans. ““That’s it—you take Daddy’s cock so well, don’t you, sweet 
girl.” He nuzzles into her shoulder, thrusting with abandon as her gasps swell into moans, 
into cries that he hopes wakes the neighbors. 


“Oh God, oh God, oh—Daddy, I’m coming. You’re making me come, I—” 
“That’s a good girl. Show Daddy how well you come on his cock, my perfect girl.” 


He doesn’t even know what he’s saying anymore, his words tumbling over each other in a 
race towards ecstasy. He doesn’t last a second more once she comes with a cry, with a 
squeeze of her hand over his, which at some point found her bump. He keeps rolling his hips 


against her as he spills into her, determined to fill her, despite the fact that she’s already 
carrying a piece of him. 


When he finally slows, finally stills, their battered panting is all that remains. His lips trace 
her cheek, brushing past the corner of her eye, pressing reverently against her hairline. She 
tastes of sweat, of primal satisfaction. 


“Was that alright?” His thoughts have settled, feathers floating and finally reaching the 
ground. He tries to wade through them, tries to read if he took things too far. 


“It was perfect,” she whispers. “I didn’t...I didn’t know it could be like that.” 


“Tt was always like that,” he murmurs. “That’s why everything else, every risk, paled in 
comparison to what we created. It was always worth it.” 
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Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Before Alina opens her eyes, she is aware of the bright sun simmering behind the thin veil of 
her eyelids. As content as she is, wrapped in new warmth, it takes her a beat too long to 
recognize that the sun should not be so bright. Her eyes fly open and Sasha sits up, alarmed, 
as she tries to untangle herself from him. 


“We’re late for work,” she starts, reaching for her phone. “Didn’t you set an alarm?” 


He chuckles, far too relaxed, as he coaxes her back into his arms. “I called in for the both of 
us.” 


Alina melts into his touch, frost giving way to spring, even as some unnameable alarm chips 
at her bliss. “I didn’t say I wanted to stay home.” 


Her disapproval pokes holes in his easy manner, but he only pulls her closer, spooning her 
from behind. Lips pressed against her neck, his beard tickling sensitive skin; she unravels 
further, her irritation yet another lost memory. 


“T told Genya you aren’t feeling well,” he murmurs, running a hand over the swell of her 
bump, beneath the sheets. 


Alina exhales a laugh, breathless beneath his touch. “After last night? That’s a mouthful of 
fiction.” 


The curve of his lips brush her shoulder, his smile imprinted on flushed skin. 


“Sasha,” she starts, rolling onto her. Her hesitancy returns; being whisked away—even by 
decadence—still ends in drowning. “You should have asked me. Just because it’s your 
company... don’t want others believing I’m receiving any special treatment—real or 
perceived.” 


He props his head in his hand, elbow on a rumpled pillow. “I think the special treatment is 
very much real.” 


She returns his flirtation with a pointed look. 


“Noted,” he adds, undeniably genuine as he strokes her bump. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to 
overstep.” 


“IT know you didn’t.” She offers a teasing smile. “Just part of your charm.” 


Aleks shifts to sit up, the sheet flowing from his stomach and pooling at his waist. Alina’s 
gaze flickers to the trail of hair running down his lower abdomen; she nearly averts her eyes 


before remembering that she’s allowed to watch him, want him. He stares ahead, lost in 
thought, too distracted to take note of her interest. 


“Are you...are we alright?” he asks, turning to her. 
“Alright?” 

“About what happened last night. About us.” 

His uncertainty twists at something tender in her. 


“T don’t have any regrets, if that’s what you mean,” she promises. “I meant what I said—I 
don’t want to fight my feelings for you anymore. I know things aren’t any less complicated 
than yesterday, but...but I want this. I want us too, even if it looks different than who we 
once were. Even if I never know with certainty who we were.” 


He nods slowly, the wheels turning over in his head apparent. She waits for him to answer, or 
maybe, hopefully, to kiss her again. Instead, he swings around to the side of the bed and picks 
his boxers up off the floor. 


“T’ll go start the coffee,” he tells her, pulling them on. Once he does, he leans over to press a 
quick kiss to her temple. It isn’t the invitation she was hoping for. “Pancakes or eggs?” 


She bites her bottom lip as she smiles up at him. “Both.” 
=200== 


Aleks was prepared to serve her breakfast in bed and hoped that Alina might fall back asleep. 
She needs the rest, and he needs a moment alone to screw his head on straight. 


No regrets about what transpired last night haunt him, but he cannot deny how different 
falling into Alina felt from the easy comfort he once associated with waking up next to her. 
He resists the bitter taste of the word forming on his tongue— disappointment —because 
surely that’s not what last night was. All the same, each step forward is taken on unsteady 
legs, treacherous uncertainty painting his every movement. 


He knows that Alina is right; he should have asked her before calling into work on her behalf. 
Hell, he knows it’s a promising sign that she feels comfortable enough to tell him as much. 
But he can’t help the way his stomach churns, another word floating around his conscious; 
failure . 


The beauty of what they once were was rooted in comfort, in ease, that has since slipped 
through his fingers. Even with Alina in his arms again, he isn’t sure how to face that the 
certainty of what they once were remains lost to the ether. 


Aleks is certain that he still holds the key to Alina’s heart, but he is too clumsy in his search 
for the lock. How many times can he shove it between ribs, twist it into lungs, carve it into 
her tongue, before she questions why she is with him? How many times can he leave her 
littered with bruises in his efforts to love her before she steals the key back from him? 


The moment he needs to screw his head back on dissipates when she meanders into the 
kitchen. He offers a smile as he pulls the eggs from the fridge, the griddle on the stove 
already warm. Her bump protrudes from beneath his stolen undershirt; for a breath, the rest of 
his worries slip away from him. 


“So what are we doing all day while we play hooky?” Alina sits down on a stool at the island, 
throwing her hair into a bun on top of her head. 


He looks at her over his shoulder as he begins mixing the pancake mix. “I have a few ideas.” 
A good natured eye roll. “Your scheme was well planned.” 


“T did think about your request.” He turns and slides her a mug of coffee before leaning back 
against the counter and folding his arms. “About—recreating memories, in case it sparks the 
return of some of yours.” 


“Yeah?” she asks, raising a brow. 


In truth, this particular idea materialized nearly immediately when she first brought this up. It 
seemed ridiculous at the ttme—too much, too soon. Maybe that’s still the case, but he feels a 
newfound desperation to prove himself to her, and for her to remember the reasons that they 
loved each other so deeply. For her to remember why, after all that transpired, he still loves 
her as deeply today. 


He clears his throat, scratches his beard. “Early last December, I took you on a long weekend 
trip up to a ski resort in Fyerda—in Hjar—” 


“T don’t ski.” Her eyes widen. “Wait—do I?” 


He chuckles. “No—no you definitely don’t. But it’s a quaint town in the mountains. We just 
—we played tourist. We ate, drank, shopped....spent a decent amount of time in our suite. It 
was after my divorce papers were officially filed—we were celebrating, in a sense. We were 
allowed to act as a couple in public, no longer worried about people spotting us. It was...it 
was supposed to be a new beginning.” 


“Oh.” 
He swallows his hesitancy, along with hers that he hears in that single word. 


“T’d like to take you there—if you’re alright with that. It may spark memories, as we hope. 
But I think itll be nice to get away for a few days regardless—to escape this heat wave 
around the corner, for one. But also...but also to explore whatever this is before the baby 
comes.” 


Alina smiles cheekily. “A babymoon?” 
He wrinkles his brow. “A what?” 


Alina’s laughter peals through the kitchen. “A—nevermind.” She shakes her head, taking a 
sip of coffee. “When did you have in mind?” 


“T need to get some things in order at the office, but maybe Thursday to Sunday next week?” 


“That works.” She pauses. “I...?’ve never even left Os Alta, let alone Ravka. I mean—” She 
rolls her eyes. “Not that I remember.” Her childish giggle, warmth he thought he lost. “I 
didn’t even know I had a passport.” 


Aleks smiles, amusement cut with grief. “That was the only time we left Ravka...I do 
remember you mentioning a girls trip taken to Ketterdam last summer though, and you 
already had a passport when we decided to go to Hjar.” 


Alina frowns. “Ill have to ask Nina, I guess.” 


“Will you tell them about us?” He turns and focuses on the pancake mix again, his expression 
guarded by distance, by tense shoulders. 


It shouldn’t matter to him, but it does. If there is anything that can be said about this version 
of them, it’s that they can learn to be in a relationship that exists outside of the shadows. He 
doesn’t want to be a kept secret any longer. That wasn’t Alina’s fault, or even choice, of 
course. But for all the ways he misses what they had, he wants this part to be different. He 
wants to love her in the light this time. 


“Well, as far as people knowing about us...we’re having a baby together and living together. 
I think half the office believes we’re together already—it’s just semantics at this point.” 


He tenses, gripping the spoon tighter. She doesn’t need to see his face, it turns out, to read 
him well enough. 


“Not that it is to me,” she immediately clarifies. “That isn’t what I meant. You know it means 
something to me—” 


“T know.” 


“which is why I waited, and...” She sighs. “I just meant what others think. I’m kind of sick 
of worrying about everyone else anyway.” 


An involuntary smile, eyes fluttering closed in relief. The spoon drops into the batter, 
splashing speckles of beige onto his boxers as he turns around, reaching across the kitchen 
island so that he can squeeze her hand. “I’m sick of it too. We’ve paid our dues.” 


Her smile is uneasy. “One of us has.” 
Malyen, he knows she’s thinking of. “You don’t owe him anything.” 


His words ring hollow; not because he believes she owes Malyen anything, but because it 
might be something that she owes herself—or even him. 


“That’s just not true.” She cups her cheek, face resting against her palm. “Nevermind, it’s just 
—” She sighs, shaking her head. “It isn’t important, and you’re right. We deserve to explore 
this—just for us.” Her hand settles over her bump. “And for her too.” 


=“60s2 


Alina has cautiously grown used to a certain level of extravagance, simply because of the 
way her life now orbits Aleksander’s. Because of this, she expected first class tickets for their 
trip to Hjar and his refusal to yield to any arguments from her about why it isn’t necessary. 
What she didn’t expect was being shuffled on to a private jet upon arriving at the airport. 


“Did you just fail to mention that you have a plane?” Half scold, half awe, as she climbs the 
stairs. 


Aleks laughs, a hand to her lower back as he guides them down the aisle to their seats. She 
sits down in the one across from him, bewildered as she takes in her surroundings. Posh 
leather seats, marble tables, deep red walls. A man at the other end of the plane wears a suit, 
standing in front of a bar cart secured to the wall. 


“Tt isn’t mine,” he explains. “It’s a favor from Nikolai Lantsov.” 

She raises a brow. “That’s quite the favor.” 

He laughs, shaking his head. “He has more money than he knows what to do with.” 
“That’s really saying something, coming from you.” 


He narrows his eyes, the tease in their depth undeniable. “I know exactly what to do with my 
money.” 


She bites down on a smile, turning to look out the window. “I suppose that much is true.” 


Twenty minutes later, they’re air bound and a flute with sparkling cider has been placed in 
Alina’s hand. Aleks stands, settling on Alina’s arm rest before pulling out his phone. 


“T didn’t take you for one to enjoy selfies.” 
He rolls his eyes, even as he smiles. “Only when held hostage by you. No, I—here.” 


Alina takes the phone carefully, respecting the delicacy of such a bomb. She suspects that 
Aleks never deleted every trace of her, as she did of him. She suspects that this phone 
contains photos, messages, that could save her, ruin her. She was afraid to ask to hold 
something so powerful; the fact that he never offered led her to believe he felt the same way 
—for her to view his photos, his messages, would be to peer into a private world that she has 
no genuine claim to. 


He must feel differently now; when she looks down, she is staring at an album titled Hjar 


Alina smiles as she scrolls through the photos, even as her heart dips and trembles with each 
swipe of her thumb. Aleks steadies her, his breath warm as he hovers over her. There are 
some tourist photos, but most are candids or selfies of the two of them—in bed, on the 
streets, in restaurants. She pauses when she reaches one of the two of them, in what appears 
to be a restaurant or bar. The lighting is shadowed, but the image of the two of them wrapped 


in each other on a couch is clear enough. Aleks holds his head in his hand, his hair a ruffled 
mess, with a soft smile painting his lips. 


What makes her pause is the gleeful smile she wears, tucked into his side with his hand 
resting on her stomach. She thinks she must have been drunk because of how childish her 
smile looks, but maybe that was only his presence imprinted on her soul. In fact, she doesn’t 
remember seeing a photo of herself with such a smile in all her life. She’s reminded of the 
smile Aleks wears in the polaroid she still keeps tucked away in the drawer of her bedside 
table. 


“What?” he questions when she stops swiping, continues staring. 
“Nothing.” She shakes her head. “We just...we seem really happy.” 


She recalls the last time she said those words, when she remembered the only clear memory 
of the two of them she’s stolen from her ghost since waking in the hospital. 


“Yeah.” He kisses the top of her head, but says nothing more. 


She swallows, drags her thumb across the screen, scrolls through the rest of the album. When 
she closes the album, she notices the text beneath the title— seven months ago . Her heart 
hiccups and she chastises herself for failing to notice the math until now. 


“Seven months ago.” 
Aleks doesn’t say anything. His inhale is jagged. “Right.” 
“So, do you think that’s when...” 


Her hand covers her bump as she tears her eyes from the screen and looks up at Aleks, only 
to discover his gaze already burning into her. He shifts on the armrest, running a hand 
through his hair. 


“Probably, given the timeline. I’m not certain, of course—” He pauses, pursing his lips. 
“What is it?” 


He takes the phone back, opening the album and opening the photo that so thoroughly caught 
her attention before handing it back to her. 


“This night, in particular, we both had a lot to drink.” He pauses, chuckles, lost in a shared 
memory she’s still locked out of. “You nearly dragged me to the bar bathroom, but we 
managed to wait until we made it back to our room.” 


Alina’s cheeks burn as she listens, warmth pooling in her lower abdomen. “And we didn’t 
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USE... 


“No, we didn’t. I pulled out, but...” He laughs again. “You had me acting like a fucking 
teenager, you know that?” He cups her cheek, swiping his thumb across her flushed skin. 


“Anyway.” He drops his hand. “I’m not a teenager and I knew that wasn’t enough, but I 
didn’t think anything of it at the time. You never said anything, and I just...” He shrugs. 


Alina squirms in her seat, the image of such desperation swarming her. 


“T wish I could claim I did things differently,” he continues, moving to sit back down in his 
own seat, “but I really don’t.” His dark eyes flicker to her bump. “Not anymore.” 


Alina wonders if this trip will be a chance to explore the side of them that sparked everything 
else that followed—traw attraction, the impatient ache of irresistible pleasure. 


In the week since they started sleeping together, there has been no absence of pleasure, of 
connection. Aleks never fails to make her come—usually twice over—and she feels closer 
than ever to him. But there is always a tenderness, a softness, that she is interested in 
occasionally shedding. 


As much as she cherishes such tenderness, she wants to carve a space between her legs where 
they both might relearn the meaning of surrender. 


--00-- 


After Aleks tips the bag attendant, thanking him in perfect Fjerdan, he follows Alina into the 
suite. 


“This is the same room we stayed in last time,” he tells her. 


She turns, smiles at him over her shoulder before tracing her finger along the smooth, 
mahogany kitchen table. The suite is luxurious—not that he’d dream of sparing expenses 
when it comes to Alina. 


A stocked kitchen overlooks a quaint living room with a leather loveseat and oak paneled 
walls, a forest green velvet chaise lounge in the corner; his heart thunders at the mere sight of 
it. The bathroom includes a large tub, flush against a sliding window that eclipses the entire 
wall and opens completely, leaving guests to feel as if they’re bathing on the edge of a cliff. 
The bedroom boasts french doors, he remembers, that open onto a large balcony overlooking 
the mountains; what was once blanketed in snow is now green and bursting with life. The 
only difference, really, from the last time they were here. 


He tends to his hope, withered and frail as it is, as he watches Alina explore the space. What 
would it mean for her to remember something— anything ? Would it heal? Or would it be yet 
another tethered piece of patchwork, hanging by a string? He feels desperate for it all the 
same; one more hit—enough, until it isn’t. 


“Anything?” he dares to ask, dragging their luggage to the bedroom. She follows him, 
shaking her head. Regret darkens her smile. 


“Tt’s beautiful though,” she adds, opening the french doors and stepping out onto the 
balcony. 


She stands at the railing, staring at the mountains rising in the distance. Aleks follows, 
wrapping his arms around her and reveling in the way that she melts into him, her back to his 
chest. 


“Well.” He releases his hold on her, only to slide his hand down her bump. “We won’t have 
much time to ourselves before she’s here. This trip doesn’t need to be about any kind of end 
goal. Let’s just enjoy each other without pressure. We'll hope for the best, but forcing it 
won’t help anything.” 


“Maybe it won’t help anything to force it, but it frustrates me all the same. My existence feels 
like a word on the tip of the tongue. It’s...1t’s maddening.” 


He kisses her temple, aching with all her wounds he can’t heal. Wounds that have bled into 
his own. 


--00-- 


Alina has nothing to measure the experience against, but she decides that Hyar is as beautiful 
in the summer as any other time of year. They eat their way through the city, walk trails, 
window shop—and actually shop, when Aleks takes note of the times she’s so clearly trying 
to convince herself she doesn’t need or want something. She watches the sunset over Aleks’s 
shoulder as he fucks her, through the french doors that open into a soft orange sky. The sun 
dips behind the mountains as she shudders, as Aleks drives into her, molding a home for 
himself inside of her. 


Despite declaring this to be a weekend without pressure, he curated their days so that they 
mirror exactly the weekend they spent here in December. Alina can’t say she minds; aside 
from the joy she finds spending time with him, this is what she asked for—a better chance at 
retrieving her memories. If she resolves to dare to hope, she must carry the risk of enduring 
eventual disappointment. 


On the third night in Hjar, they eat dinner at the restaurant that Alina recognizes from the 
photo of the two of them on the couch. She has an inkling when she walks into the cozy bar 
and restaurant that offers a menu of homestyle Fjerdan cuisine, but her burning cheeks at the 
sight of the couch confirms it. 


When they return to their suite, Alina immediately lays down on the bed, her back and feet 
aching. Aleks chuckles as he opens the french doors, the mountain air cool, refreshing, even 
at the height of summer. Aleks was right about that, at the very least—it’s nice to escape the 
Os Alta heat. 


Starfished on the bed, eyes heavy, Alina watches him walk over to her. 


“Tired, baby?” He kneels at the foot of the bed, prepared to pray to the saints—or something 
higher. 


He takes his time removing one sandal, before moving onto the next. A thick finger skims her 
left foot, tracing the silver scar that runs along its edge. With effort, she rises to sit. 


“You never did tell me why you lied,” she murmurs. 


Aleks releases her foot, runs his hand along her bare calf and up her thigh, squeezing once. 
“What does it matter who kissed who first,” he mutters, leaning down to brand her inner 
thigh with his lips. 


She takes hold of his face and forces him to look up at her, ignoring the molten blood already 
rushing through. 


“It matters because I need to be able to trust you entirely. I need you to be honest, even when 
it’s hard, even when it isn’t what I want to hear. I... have to depend on you for so many 
memories—please don’t be the reason I question reality more than I already must.” 


Her hands frame his face, fingers sweeping his beard. He leans into her touch. 
“And—and if it doesn’t matter, why did you bother lying in the first place?” she asks. 


“Because I love you.” The words are blood from a wound she isn’t yet ready to reveal to him. 
She isn’t yet ready to sacrifice clean hands required to patch it. “Because you were horrified 
to learn of our relationship, and I didn’t—I didn’t want you to hate the woman I fell in love 
with more than you already did.” He pulls away, gently pushing her hand aside. “I didn’t 
want you to blame yourself more than you already did. I just...I wanted to protect you. It felt 
like the only way of helping you that was still in my power.” 


“T...” She swallows thickly, guilt cinching her gut. “I don’t hate her. I just—I just didn’t 
understand her.” 


A wry smile. He fingers the hem of her skirt, just above her knee. “Didn’t...as in you 
understand now?” 


The corner of her lips tug upwards, pulled by marionette strings that only Aleks can 
maneuver so flawlessly. 


“Something like that.” She pauses, licks her lip as she looks down at him. “So...what comes 
next?” 


“Next?” 

“Last time...what came after dinner?” 
He narrows his eyes. “Sleep, if I recall.” 
“Really?” 


Disappointment; shriveled leaves falling, a final surrender to winter. She does her best to 
mask her frown, guard her heart. The teasing glint in his eye means she failed, but relief 
floods her all the same. 


“No, not really,” he laughs. “But if you’re tired, I think we should go to bed.” 


“No,” she protests, much too quickly. “No, I think it’s important that we continue to follow 
the itinerary. It’s the best chance I have at regaining memories—” 


“A sex itinerary—” he laughs. 
“Stop it,” she scolds, even as a laugh escapes. “The memory itinerary, not a sex itinerary—” 
“No, no. I support this entirely.” 


She huffs, tangling her fingers in his t-shirt, grinding her heart further into the palm of his 
hand. 


“You said tonight—or—or that night, was the night we could hardly wait, that we...I want 
tone" 


His hand, a trail of flames up her thigh, under her skirt. His eyes clouded with its smoke. 
“Use your words.” 


“T want you to—to—” 
“To fuck you—like that night.” 


Alina nods, lips stretched in a nervous smile. Her heart, a bird fluttering, bashing against its 
cage. She needs the breath of freedom. She needs to watch him inhale it from her lips as he 
loses himself in her. 


He chuckles, leaning back on his heels, running a hand through already ruffled hair. “I mean 
—I don’t know if I remember exactly —” 


“So sex with me is forgettable?” 
A barked laugh, a pinch to her thigh. “Don’t be a brat.” 


That word; flint struck against the steel of her bone. Always, it is impossible to untangle what 
could be a memory of attraction, a breadcrumb to her past, from a fresh realization unearthed 
in her present. 


She wonders if she will ever locate the ghost that this man fell in love with—perhaps hiding 
in her ribcage, tucked beneath her lungs, drowning in her heart. She would mercilessly drag 
that phantom from its shelter, sew its memories into her skin with painstaking stitches. 


She wonders if she will ever be able to look at herself in the mirror, and whisper, finally. 
Whole at last. 


“Hey.” Quieter, solemn, breathing air into her lungs after pulling her from the depths of her 
fears. “What’s this really about? Talk to me.” 


It’s unnerving how well he reads her. She steels herself; honesty has never come easy to her 
—at least not this kind. Before the affair, she always considered herself an honest person— 


someone who didn’t lie, didn’t cheat. But this honesty is something she has no real practice 
in, which went unnoticed until she let Aleksander Morozova into her life. 


How many times throughout her life had she learned to swallow her feelings, to take the path 
of least resistance? It helped her survive the foster system, but she carried it with her into her 
life with Mal, a disease clinging to her skin. She could never ask him for what she wanted. 
She could never acknowledge, let alone voice aloud, the times that unhappiness crept into her 
bones. 


This is her chance; not simply this moment, but every moment with this man that follows it. 


“When we have sex,” she starts, ignoring the white hot fire in her cheeks, her chest. “I feel 
like you’ve been holding back. Like you’re...like you’re being gentle with me. And...and 
sometimes I want that— Jove that. But not always. I...I understand that we’re still figuring 
things out, that our relationship is—is delicate, but that doesn’t mean I am.” 


It’s satisfying, the way Aleksander’s face remains unreadable, like her words have short- 
circuited some fundamental part of him. 


A cheeky smile. “So like I said—I want it like that night. I want you to take me like you’re so 
desperate for me that you barely made it home before fucking me.” 


He rises, towers over her before gripping her jaw. “Who said I was the desperate one, hm?” 
“Well which was it?” 
A rough chuckle. “A little of both, baby.” 


He pulls her to her feet before she can process it, her bump pressing against his stomach. His 
lips, rough, searing as they drag across hers. His tongue in her mouth, tasting her anew. When 
he pulls away, nose trailing her cheek, he looks down between them. 


“We might need to adapt,” he tells her. “A certain something was absent last time.” 


Alina laughs, but Aleks swallows the sound, lips stealing hers as his hands run up and down 
her waist. From the hunger in his exploration of her body and mouth, she already knows he 
took her request seriously. 


“C’mere,” he murmurs, dragging her into the living room and towards the front door. 
“Where are we going?” she laughs. 


Aleks turns her, caging her against the wall, his breath hot on the back of her neck. “I’m 
starting at the beginning, like you asked.” He covers her hand with his, pressed against the 
wall, before ghosting his lips down her neck. “It started here, the moment we walked through 
this door. I pressed you against this wall.” 


He grinds against her ass and the pulse between her legs demands an answer. 


“Sasha, please—” 


He grabs her jaw, forcing it to the left and stealing her words with another kiss. She whimpers 
when he bites her bottom lip. 


“You want it rough, baby?” A taunt, but she can taste the glee when he kisses her once more. 
“Can you handle it? Hm? Can you be a good girl tonight while Daddy takes what he wants 
from your drippy little cunt?” 


His words rip a moan from her and she presses back against him, desperate to crawl into his 
skin, to catch a raw glimpse into the mind of a man whose words are too often muffled, 
decorated. 


“Yes.” A breathless plea. “I can handle it, take it—take me.” 

His only response is to bite down on her shoulder, drawing a cry from her, before he shoves 
her skirt down. It floats to the floor, pooling at her feet; a much too gentle descent, a contrast 
to his rough hands grabbing at her hips. 

“Then you begged for me to touch you—” 

“Please—” 

“and I ran my fingers through this messy little cunt.” 

She keens, back arching into him when he presses against her clit without warning. His hand 
on her hip slides forward, running down her bump, fingers digging into her, but with 
restraint; the only restraint evident in his entire being. 

“Need me to fill you up, sweet girl, hm?” 

“Sasha—” He rubs her clit before letting up. Strokes her too slowly, his touch featherlight. 
“Ask nicely.” 

“Please,” she pants. “Please.” 


“Please what ?” 


“Please—” Fire burns beneath her face. She swallows, trying to steady her breath, her words. 
“Please fill my—my—cunt, Sasha.” 


She drops her head back against his chest, rolling it to her left and looking up at him. He 
answers her plea with a searing kiss as his hand slides from her bump to her hip again. His 
lips are tender, a jarring contrast to the harsh pinch on her hip. 


“Please, who ?” 


“Daddy,” she babbles. He thrusts two fingers into her without warning, curling them, stoking 
sparks into flames. “Daddy, please.” 


“See, baby.” He punctuates each word with a thrust of his fingers, with a swipe of his thumb 
over her clit. “Was that so hard?” 


She shakes her head, rolling her hips in syne with the movement of his fingers. 
“That’s a good girl.” He groans, grinds against her. “Take what you need.” 


The wet song of the mess he makes between her legs rises above his heavy breaths, above her 
moans. 


Pleasure rises, molten in her belly, a tight coil on the edge of unraveling. She reaches down, 
squeezes Sasha’s forearm, waits for bliss to flood her. Between one breath and the next, he 
leaves her aching, wanting. 


“Sash—Daddy,” she protests. 


His rumble of a laugh, vibrating against her back, is more cruel than she’s ever heard. “You 
think I was going to let you come before my cock is inside you? Sweet little girl, you silly 
thing.” 


“Daddy—” 


She squeals as he lifts her into his arms, impressed by the way he doesn’t stumble from her 
extra weight. Instead of walking over to the bedroom, he gently rests her on the chaise lounge 
in the living room. Its soft velvet caresses her back, her fingers digging into it, flesh pinching 
forest green. When he hovers over her, she discovers the wild hunger in his black eyes. 


Without warning, he pulls her shirt off and buries his face in her breasts. 


“By the way,” he manages, looking up at her. “For the purpose of accuracy, I should tell you 
that I threw you on this.” 


He pulls her up, reaching behind her to unclip her bra. When she lays back down, he runs a 
hand down her bump, gaze reverent. “Figured this was a necessary substitution.” 


She offers a cheeky grin as he stands, pulling off his black t-shirt. “Are there any other 
necessary substitutions?” 


A wolfish smile. “Not that I remember.” He schools his features, lips screwed in a tight line. 
“On your knees for Daddy, baby.” 


She rolls over, balancing precariously on her hands and knees. Since they started sleeping 
together, he’s never fucked her like this. She wasn’t sure why, never felt bold enough to ask. 
But the thrill that sparks up her spine as she listens to the clang of his belt buckle makes her 
wish she asked sooner. Warm hands land on her hips, yanking her back to him. She digs her 
nails deeper into the velvet. 


“Ask for what you want, baby.” 


“Fuck me, Daddy.” 


His cock slides through her soaked heat before he leans down, chest against her sweat-coated 
back, sucking on the skin of her neck; an insignia of the ghost of who she was, of who she 
still might become, etched into her bones. He runs his tongue over the mark, kisses the 
sensitive skin behind her ear before pulling back again, bruising hands gripping her hips. 


He doesn’t warn her before thrusting into her, filling her with a single snap of his hips. The 
pace he sets is relentless, punishing. The sounds he draws from her—half mewl, have sob— 
do nothing to temper his momentum. 


“Such a good fuck, baby, hm?” he grunts. “Look at how you take your Daddy’s cock, you 
filthy little thing. What do you say, hm?” 


Alina moans, palms pressed into the chaise lounge as she tries to ground herself. The crack of 
his palm against her ass echoes through the room, registering before the flash of pain. 


“Answer me.” 
“Thank—thank you, Daddy,” she manages. “Thank—” 


Her word shatters over a moan as he relentlessly rubs at her clit, the slapping of skin on skin 
overwhelming as he pounds into her. Her toes curl and she keens, tears running down her 
cheeks, the pleasure so acute but a breath out of reach. 


He abandons her clit, leaving her on edge, aching with need as he slows his thrusts; a new 
level of cruelty. He places his hand over her bump, thrusts slow and purposeful. 


“Daddy fucked a baby into you last time, didn’t he, sweet girl. Didn’t even know it either, but 
I know now.” 


“Ye—yes.” 


Sasha drives into her hard and fast, her moans high-pitched and wanton as she falls to her 
forearms, clenching around him. 


“That’s it, baby. Let me feel your drippy little cunt come around Daddy’s cock. Needed you 
on my cock since the day I met you, baby. Knew I needed to be inside you, always.” 


“Daddy,” she moans, drowning in a flood of heat as she comes. 


He rubs her clit, drawing it out, tripping her into a second orgasm before she can catch her 
breath. Alina floats somewhere else, is hardly aware of him grunting, groaning behind her. 
Hardly aware of hands tightening on her hips as he spills inside her. A gentleness as he pulls 
out, runs a soothing hand down her back and rolls her onto her side and into his arms. He pets 
her head, gifts her butterfly kisses across her cheek, her temple. 


She does want to be his little girl, his baby, she realizes with a damning clarity. It’s more than 
a phrase that gets her off. She wants to be held like she never was her entire life, wants to be 
soft without being painted weak. She wants to trust like she did before her childhood was 
severed from her. She wants to trust like she did before she lost the two people she loved 
most, at the fault of one of them; pain compounded. 


She floats for moments longer, time stretching into something dissolvable. Aleks runs the 
back of his fingers over her bump; she wonders if he’s reveling in this moment or drowning 
in another one from seven months ago. For once, she doesn’t feel resentful of the woman she 
forgot, the woman who possessed the heart of the man beside her first. She and Aleks might 
always remain a story with its scene out of order, a film scratched and worn. A patchwork of 
wrong timing and mistakes, of second chances and fate. But they are a masterpiece still, 
when all is said and done. 


“Any memories floating to the surface?” he dares to ask. She hears the tease holding up the 
words, but she knows the question is genuine all the same. 


“No—no old memories yet,” she murmurs, placing her hand over his on her bump. “But I 
like this new memory, and maybe that’s all that matters.” 


--00-- 


Their last morning in Hjar is, for a while, perfect. Alina wakes to a cold space beside her, but 
to the rich scent of coffee, of bacon and pancakes, wafting through the open bedroom door. 


She doesn’t realize what woke her until she feels it again; the tumbling inside her. She smiles, 
hand sliding to her bump under Aleks’s undershirt. Jabs of love, small movements that mean 
everything. She sits up against the pillow, hand following each flutter, as Aleks walks in with 
a tray—two steaming mugs, a stack of pancakes, and bacon. 


She raises her brow. “You cooked? When did you buy food?” 


He laughs, setting the tray on the bed and sitting down next to her. “There’s such a thing as 
room service.” 


She blushes, ducking her head, unsure if she’ Il ever grow used to this lifestyle. She still 
thinks of room service as something luxurious, like she imagined in her childhood fantasies 
when she went to bed hungry, too afraid to wander into her foster mother’s kitchen for a 
snack. 


“Someone awake this morning?” he hums, lifting his shirt over her bump. 
Alina guides his hand to where the baby is kicking. “I think she recognizes this place.” 


He chuckles, shaking his head and letting go of her to hand her the mug of coffee. “ She is 
going to need a name, you know.” 


“Oh, is that right?” 


He laughs again, taking a sip from his coffee. Alina watches him, hides her smile in her own 
mug. Then, in an instance, the perfect morning is punctured by the buzz of her phone on the 
bedside table. The moment doesn’t deflate completely though, until Aleks reaches over and 

retrieves her phone, his brow furrowed as he glances at the screen. 


“What is it?” 


He scratches at his beard as he hands it over. “It’s, uh...” 


Alina takes the phone, surprised by the name of the person who sent a text. The ghost of 
familiarity, but a stranger at present. 


Mal: Hey you. Haven t heard from you in a while—I know you were just respecting my space. 
But I just wanted to check in after everything and make sure you’re alright 


Alina has barely read the first message when another comes in. 
Mal: Actually, I was hoping we could meet up and talk. Maybe grab coffee, if thats okay 


Aleks clears his throat when she says nothing. Her eyes flicker up to meet his gaze, anxiety 
prickling between her ribs. 


“What did he say?” 


“He, uh...” She drops the phone on the bed, screen face down, and runs a hand through her 
hair. “He wants to grab coffee and catch up, I guess.” 


He swallows visibly, taking a sip of coffee and turning to look out the windows towards the 
mountains, as if a beautiful view might save him from this conversation. She’s still searching 
for words when he turns to look at her again. 


“Do you...what are you thinking?” he asks, at last. “Is this...I guess I never thought to ask if 
you guys were in touch—” 


“We’re not,” she denies, unsure of why it feels like she needs to defend herself. 


“It’s okay if you are,” he clarifies. “I didn’t mean that—to imply—’” He sighs, inhales a deep 
breath. “Maybe it would be good to talk to him. For closure, or—or whatever you need from 
him.” 


Alina begins picking at her nails, a childhood habit that surfaces from time to time. “I don’t 
think I want to. I don’t want to...to—I just don’t.” She sets her coffee on the bedside table. 
It’s already lukewarm. “I don’t know how to tell him about us—about the affair.” 


She forces herself to say the word aloud, to face the burden of reality. 
“Maybe...maybe it’ll offer some needed closure.” 


“T can’t.” She shakes her head, the words out before she can consider their weight. “He’ll 
hate me. He’ll never forgive me.” 


Aleks stares at her for a long moment as she waits for him to say something. Seconds stretch 
onward before he finally offers a smile that doesn’t meet his eyes. 


“Tf that’s what you want.” He sets down his coffee, standing and brushing off his hands. The 
pancakes and bacon remain untouched. “I'll get started on packing.” 


He leans down to kiss the top of her head, but he already feels miles away. 
--00-+ 
“A doctor appointment? For what?” 
Alina hands over her tumbler to Aleks, who pours coffee into it. 
“Not a baby appointment,” she clarifies. “It’s a check up for my head injury.” 
“Ts there anything to update them on?” 
She shakes her head. “They just want to track progress...or lack of, in this case.” 


“Hey.” He kisses her temple, but the movement feels stilted, awkward. “It’s alright—you 
can’t rush these things.” 


She knows that things have been strained since Mal sent that text, since she confessed she’s 
still too afraid to tell him the truth. She knows it wasn’t the answer he wanted, but she’s too 
afraid to ask why, sinking back into old habits of sewn lips and tied tongues. 


“Do you want me to join you?” 

She shakes her head. “It should take all of five minutes—it’d be a waste of time.” 
Seis 

“Look up.” 


Alina follows the doctor’s instruction, eyes on the ceiling as the bright ray of light penetrates 
her pupil; she imagines the doctor peering into her through the intrusive spotlight, examining 
parts of her mind that she isn’t ready to face. Finally, the light shuts off. Aline blinks, 
nervously tapping the edge of the exam table as the doctor scribbles something in the 
clipboard. 


“So...physically, everything looks great.” 


The doctor takes a seat in the chair in front of the computer, relaxed, leaning forward with her 
elbows on her thighs and hands clasped. Alina is reminded of the mandated therapy sessions 
she attended after her parents’ deaths. 


“But you still have no memories, going back a year before the accident?” 


“Just the one I mentioned—from the movie.” She doesn’t mention the sex dream that was 
likely a memory, certain that it doesn’t matter. 


“Brain injuries are incredibly unpredictable. Unfortunately, there’s still so much more we 
don’t know than we do—from what memories are lost, to the amount of time lost.” 


“After the accident, you told me that I might never recover the memories.” She fidgets, 
twisting her hands in her lap, before settling one over her bump. “I knew that from the 
beginning.” 


The doctor glances at her bump. “You didn’t know you were pregnant, correct? Or who the 
father was.” 


Alina shifts, feeling defensive. “I figured it out.” 


“That’s not—” She shakes her head. “What I mean is, it seems like you experienced a lot of 
changes during the year you don’t remember. Sometimes, amnesia is the brain’s way of 
protecting a person from something painful—an experience, a memory, that our body 
believes we’re better off without.” 


“You think...you think something bad happened?” 


“No, maybe not one thing. My point is, maybe there is something that, subconsciously, you 
aren’t ready to acknowledge.” The doctor stands, hugging her clipboard. “Now, that’s not my 
speciality, of course. But some food for thought—some of my patients have had luck 
exploring these things with a therapist.” 


Alina nods, unsure of what else to say. 

“Any other questions for me today?” 

She shakes her head. 

“Excellent. I'll see you in three months then.” 


Alina stares at the door as it closes, wondering if the locked door she faces everyday will ever 
open again. 


--00-- 


Alina goes straight home from her afternoon appointment, so Aleks has the drive home alone 
to dwell on all the things he cannot change, to let old doubts sink their teeth into the best 
parts of him. When he walks into the apartment, he finds Alina standing in the kitchen, 
staring out the windows. A pot is on the stove. She turns when he clears his throat, offering a 
smile. 


“T started dinner,” she jokes, when he leans over the pot to find water not yet boiling. 


He chuckles, kissing her cheek before setting his briefcase on the island. “How did the 
appointment go?” 


She shrugs. “Nothing new.” She pauses. ““Well—she kind of implied seeing a therapist might 
help with memory recovery.” 


Alina looks away from him, checking on the water. 


“Hey—nothing wrong with that.” 


She shrugs. “I guess. She...she said sometimes not regaining memories is due to—to a brain 
protecting someone from something traumatic.” 


“Traumatic,” he repeats, heart beating faster. “Like our—” 


“No, no—” she quickly denies. He isn’t sure he believes it. “Not us, just... everything . There 
was so much that changed. I mean—I woke up to discover I’d broken up with my boyfriend 
of nearly a decade, that I was pregnant, that the father was someone | didn’t know—” 


“T get it,” he snaps. He doesn’t mean for his words to materialize with sharp edges, but he 
tastes words held back for days, pressing behind his eyes. 


A flash of hurt, gone in a blink, before she narrows her eyes at him. “Is this about Mal?” 
“What are you talking about?” 


“You’ve been acting strange since he texted. I haven’t even answered him, so I don’t 
understand—” 


“Exactly.” 
“You want me to answer him?” she asks, in disbelief. He sighs, grips the island beside him. 


“Why do you think you don’t want to answer him? It sounds like talking about what 
happened, facing it, might actually be helpful. But you’re so worried about what Malyen will 
think of you that you can’t even fathom doing that. And why is that? Why—” 


“Because he’ll hate me!” she yells, slamming her hand on the counter. “Why is that so hard 
for you to comprehend?” 


He shakes his head, taking a step closer. “I comprehend it just fine, Alina. You’re terrified of 
him hating you, cannot live with the prospect of him never forgiving you, because deep 
down, you need him available to run home to when we inevitably implode.” 


Alina blinks at him, trembling with what he assumes is anger. He isn’t sure if bewilderment is 
from the truth of his words, or that he had the guts to voice aloud what she already knew. 


“T told Luda the entire truth,” he tells her, voice lowered. “I told her everything, knowing she 
might despise me until her last breath, knowing that I was burning that bridge to ashes. I 
accepted that, I was okay with that, because I was certain of you . Because I loved you . 


He scoffs, turning away. He’s been fooling himself, believing that they might still find what 
they lost. 


“Sasha—” 


“This is the first time I’m glad I never told you I loved you then, even when I felt it.” He 
turns to her again, watching her eyes fill with tears. He’s certain he grew horns, that he is the 


monster she accused him of being. “Because this is one thing that you do have in common 
with the woman I fell in love with—you both have one foot out the door.” 


“And what happened to not needing promises from me?” Her voice fractures over her words. 
“Was that just a goddamn lie?” 


He forces himself to take one deep breath, and then another. He forces himself not to bleed 
more words he can’t take back. 


“You're right. I’m sorry, because that’s not fair to you. I—I guess it was a lie, but a lie to 
myself, in thinking I could handle this.” 


“T don’t want to be with Mal.” 


It sounds more like a plea than a promise to him. He doesn’t believe she’s lying to him, but 
he’s almost certain that she’s lying to herself. 


“He was my family,” she tells him, when he says nothing. “Long before he was my 
boyfriend, he was the only family I knew. You don’t understand what it’s like to wake up in a 
world where everything you knew is just gone .” 


“This—this was a decision you made before, one I was too afraid to ask you then. This isn’t a 
decision because of your memories, because you woke up in a new world.” 


“Well how the fuck am I supposed to be accountable for her ? For this version of me I don’t 
know? You don’t think I can’t see you measure me against her everyday? I don’t know how 
to be her, I don’t even know her.” 


“You don’t want to know her—and it sounds like the damn doctor figured that out long 
before you did.” 


Her face crumples, but she bites down on her lip, swallows as she shakes her head and turns 
off the stove. “I need some space.” 


He doesn’t call after her before she closes her bedroom door behind her. He needs space too. 
=00== 


Alina feels like a child as she storms off to her room. It’s a resistance to such immaturity that 
prevents her from slamming the door. Instead, she lays down on the bed she hasn’t slept in 
for weeks and inhales, trying to seal her tears. Rolling onto her side, she wraps a possessive 
arm around her bump. Learning she was pregnant was the most terrified Alina has been since 
the police showed up at her house the night her parents died, her babysitter wide-eyed as 
Alina watched from the staircase. Yet, it’s the only thing about her life she feels certain of 
now. 


You: I need you. 


Jesper: When and where, babe 


You: Now 

You: Cant come here though 

Nina: My place. See your asses ASAP 
You: I’m sorry 

Wylan: Don t be sorry 

Inej: You'd do the same for us 


Alina sighs, knowing Inej is right and grateful for this new family that she seemingly 
stumbled upon. She grabs her purse, hesitantly opening the door. She walks down the silent 
hallway, Aleks nowhere to be found in the living room or kitchen. Maybe he’s in his 
bedroom. Maybe he left. 


She proceeds with the safe option of sending him a text that she’s headed to Nina’s and will 
be back in a few hours. She’s getting into her Uber when she receives a response—a single 


é 


Alina is the first to arrive. She passes Matthias in the hallway of Nina’s apartment building, 
who offers a shy wave, ducking his head as he passes her. Alina bites down on a smile that 
she’s still wearing when Nina opens the door. 


“You didn’t need to kick out Matthias,” Alina chides. “You should have told me he was 
here.” 


Nina ignores her. “Honey, your eyes are bloodshot.” 
Alina rolls her eyes, pushing past her into the apartment. “Helpful.” 


“My point is,” she says, closing the door. “Whose murder are we plotting no body, no crime 
style tonight? Aleksander’s? Boss or not—” 


“No. Well—yes, but no.” 
“You’re making a lot of sense.” 


A knock on the door saves Alina from answering. Ten minutes later, they’re gathered around 
Nina’s living room. An array of drinks—a bottle of pinot grigio, a few IPAs, and a few 
seltzers—are scattered between a bowl of popcorn mixed with M&Ms. 


Once Alina finishes telling them about her fight with Aleksander, she looks across the sets of 
wide eyes and wonders if she even made any sense. They look more shocked now than they 
did when she told them she and Aleks started sleeping together. 


“Tt’s a lot,” she adds. “I know. And probably my fault.” 


Nina shakes her head. “You two are trying to navigate a situation that...well, complicated 
doesn’t begin to cover it. You’re both doing your best, and there’s bound to be bumps in the 
road. That’s true of any relationship, let alone one with the layers you guys have to peel 
back.” 


“T think he’s right, is the thing. But not completely—I am afraid of losing Mal, but not in the 
way he thinks. Not because I want to get back together with him, not because I’m still in love 
with him. I mean...the more I settle into this new life, the more I realize that I was falling out 
of love with him even in the memories I do have. It was...I think it was a long time coming. 


“But...’m afraid,” she continues. “I’m afraid of losing a huge piece of my past, of who I was 
before all of this. Mal is the only part of that version of me that I still have access to. That’s... 
that’s the way I’m afraid of losing him. Which is ten kinds of selfish to Mal, to Aleks, just 
for...” She shakes her head. “I don’t know.” 


“Have you,” Jesper starts. “And here me out, this will sound a little crazy—have you told 
Aleksander exactly that?” 


Alina looks down at her bump. “If I thought that was the only problem, I would. But he’s 
hurting. He’s hurting because I can’t give him everything right now. He’s hurting because of 
all the ways that I’m not the woman he was with, and apparently, all the reasons I’m still that 
woman.” 


Wylan scratches his head. “I’m not sure I’m following...” 


Alina laughs. “It’s okay. It’s nice to just talk through it out loud sometimes. If I’m being 
honest, Mal was everything to me because he was all I had. That’s why he was family. But 
you guys...you guys have been so much more to me than that.” 


Alina isn’t able to get another word out before everyone is swarming her for a hug. 
“The bump, watch the bump,” Nina squeals. 


Alina laughs, finally giving herself permission to let go of the past, and to melt into the 
present for once. 


=+O0=< 


Aleksander is sitting at the kitchen table when Alina returns. The apartment is shadowed; 
only a dim kitchen light and the glow of his laptop illuminate him. There is no panic-bought 
kitten this time, although Shadow is curled in a ball on the chair next to his. There are only 
weary eyes, dark behind his reading glasses. 


“Hi.” She closes the door behind her, walking closer, hesitating at the edge of the island. 


“Hi.” He takes off his glasses, rubs at his eyes. “I don’t know what to say, Alina. ’m—I’m 
trying, I am. I’m out of my depth here—” 


“I’m going to meet with Mal—tell him the truth, I mean.” 


“Alina, I—fuck, don’t do it on my account. I’m not handing out ultimatums and I’m sorry if 
it sounded like one.” 


She shakes her head. “I know it wasn’t. I’m not doing it for you, I’m doing it for Mal—it’s 
what’s right. He at least deserves my honesty, after everything.” 


He nods. “I just—” 


“We can talk more tomorrow, but I’m exhausted.” She tries her best to twist her lips into 
something resembling a smile. “Goodnight, Aleks.” 


She manages a few steps before he answers. “Goodnight. I’Il be in soon.” 


Alina pauses, turns, chest weighted with grief. “I still need that space, Aleks. It isn’t you...I 
need to figure some things out on my own though.” 


He blinks at her but she turns, walks away before he can answer. Before she has to read the 
disappointment on his face. If there is a single thing she can do for him at present, it’s protect 
his heart from hers. 
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Her tea remains untouched; scalding gives way to hot, gives way to lukewarm. She cannot 
stomach it, doesn’t think she’1l manage to swallow around the lump in her throat. Scratches at 
the table instead, her other hand resting over her bump—a source of comfort, but still the 
undeniable evidence of what prompted this makeshift confessional. 


Alina’s eyes flit across the coffee shop, tucked away at the corner table—the illusion of 
privacy in a public place. She lets the white noise, the chatter, materialize; a distraction, an 
escape. A woman on the phone with her boss. An awkward first date two tables away. A man 
more interested in the barista than the coffee. The barista’s shy smile, suggesting she noticed. 
Suggesting she doesn’t mind. 


The bell above the door rings with every arrival. Alina’s eyes flicker to the entrance each 
time, disappointed and relieved by the sight of a stranger. 


Mal is late. 


Mal is always late—a small, seemingly inconsequential fact that she’d forgotten. One that 
she’d forgotten long before the accident. Forgotten isn’t quite right though; brushed aside, 
tucked away, accepted. Because it could have been worse. An inconsequential fact that does 
not feel so inconsequential anymore. In fact, it stings anew. 


She sips her tea—honey ginger. Lukewarm gives way to cool. She licks her lips, nerves 
eclipsed by a strange numbness in the face of something like rejection. That, of course, is 
when he walks in. 


--00-- 


The office is quiet—no, dead . As if it should be on a Saturday afternoon, but Aleksander 
haunts it all the same. 


There are certain comforts in giving into familiar ghosts, into old coping mechanisms. There 
are certain comforts in pretending he is here, buried beneath his work, because it is where his 


wife cannot find him. Where he can avoid an argument about a missed dinner reservation, 
which is actually an argument about sex, which is actually an argument about the absence of 
emotional intimacy —as Luda’s therapist labeled it, which is actually an argument about 
something that has no meaning except for scarcity, or void, or inadequacy. 


There was safety in the emptiness of such a life. It was a cold one, but clammy skin, drained 
of color, feels preferable to the burn of this heartbreak. The hellfire that thrashes in his gut as 
he thinks about Alina speaking with Mal, as he thinks about the ways he lost her and the 
ways he never really had her—even before the accident. 


He was so relieved that Alina chose to take a second chance on him that he didn’t pause long 
enough to consider that their second ending might be identical to their first, and just that—an 
ending. Or maybe he did know that. Maybe he knew, and told himself that it would be worth 
it—that brevity is preferable to absence. 


--00-- 
“Alina.” 


Mal stands before her, hands in the pockets of his jeans. The shock in his warm brown eyes, 
as familiar to her as her own, is identical to the surprise that shapes her name. He didn’t 
expect her to go through with the pregnancy, she realizes. She takes inventory of any feeling 
such a realization might spark. Comes up empty, unsure of why she should feel anything 
about it at all. 


“Hey.” 


Her voice is weak, a wisp of a word offered between them. She doesn’t stand to greet him, 
doesn’t want to highlight her belly—no matter how obvious it already is. Mal takes note, 
drags the chair across from her out from the table and sits down, leg bouncing beneath the 
surface. She senses it, more than she feels it or sees it; a familiar habit, another piece of him 
once embedded in her bones that further dissolves with each passing day. 


“T don’t...” His exhale, a whistle as he runs his hands over his head. “I don’t know what to 
say, where to start.” He glances at her belly, swallows hard. “Congratulations—I didn’t say 
that at the hospital. I didn’t know if I should.” 


An uneasy smile. “It’s alright.” Hands wrung in her lap. “At the time, I didn’t know whether 
that was what I wanted to hear anyway. But now...I’m really happy.” 


“You're keeping it.” A statement, not a question. 
She nods anyway. “Keeping her, yeah.” 
Mal smiles something genuine and guilt threads through her veins. Tugging. Squeezing. 


He looks down for a beat. His eyes burning, branding her, when he looks up again. “I’m sorry 
I didn’t check in earlier.” 


When did they lose each other? Long before Aleks, she now understands. The realization 
summons a fresh pang of grief. 


“T didn’t know what—I just didn’t know,” he continues. “But you look good—happy.” He 
pauses; Alina is certain of what he’ll ask next. It’s the only reason the next question fails to 
render her unsteady. “Did you find out who the...who?” 


Here. Here’s her chance. Aleks’s words float around in the back of her mind, despite the fact 
that she claimed she’s doing this for Mal. 


You’re terrified of him hating you, cannot live with the prospect of him never forgiving you, 
because deep down, you need him available to run home to when we inevitably implode. 


She isn’t sure who this is for anymore. All she’s certain of is the way that Aleks’s words, 
their color the wrong shade of truth, clash violently with deeply embedded fears. She doesn’t 
understand such certainty in how wrong he is about her lack of faith in them, while also 
feeling such terror at irrevocably destroying her relationship with Mal. 


“Yes.” She takes a sip of tea. Needs another moment, another breath. “He...it’s hard to talk 
about.” 


Mal tenses, palm flattening against the table. “Alina—” 


“No, sorry,” she quickly clarifies, understanding his misinterpretation. “Nothing like that.” 
Mal relaxes into his chair. “It’s...I was in a relationship with my boss—the head of my 
company—before my accident.” 


She carefully watches Mal’s expression, furrowed brow and frown. Watches each thought he 
constructs, each interpretation he builds and knocks down. 


“You're together now?” 


“No.” She regrets her answer the moment she gives it life; another wrong shade of truth. 
“Well—it’s complicated. We broke up two weeks before the accident, I learned, and—we’re 
just trying to process everything, work through things.” 


Alina doesn’t understand the way that Mal deflates. She grasps for something—a happier 
topic, one with distance from the confession that she can’t bring herself to drag from the 
depths quite yet. 


“And you—you said you’re seeing someone? How is that going?” Her words pick up speed, 
a rambling mess of avoidance driving her forward. “I’d love to meet her—” 


“We broke up.” He clears his throat. “Over a month ago.” 


The color drains from his face in a way she’s never seen—as if he’s the one with a confession 
weighing on his chest. 


“T’m sorry.” She glances at the table, cheeks flushed. 


“T’m not.” 


Her eyes, snapping up to meet his. Only now does she recognize the darkness in his eyes; 
single-minded passion. The same Mal who readied himself for a fight when they were 
teenagers. Violence and want, built from the same bones, although only ever the latter 
directed towards her. 


(4 “‘What— bp) 


“T should have never let you go. And then—then I got a second chance, after the accident, 
and I blew that too.” He shakes his head. “My girlfriend—she saw what I couldn’t. She knew 
I hadn’t let you go, because—fuck, Alina, I still love you.” 


Something like hysteria bubbling in her chest, rising in her throat. “Mal—” 


“No, just—I know things are more complicated than ever. And IJ sure as hell know I took you 
for granted. I didn’t cherish you like you deserved. We were—we were just fucked up kids, 
but that’s no excuse. I know that now.” 


He looks at her bump, as if he needs the visual confrontation to say what comes next. “I can 
be a father to your baby. I can be there for both of you—none of those complications matter, I 
just want—” 


“T cheated on you.” The words spill in her panicked state, blood from a wound. She lowers 
her head, quieter when she speaks again. “I had an affair with my boss when we were still 
together.” 


Mal’s jaw ticks as he stares at her. “How long?” 
“T never regained my memories, so I only—” 
“How long?” 

“August...beginning of August.” 

“Months. Fucking months you lied to my face.” 
“Fucking months that you didn’t even notice.” 


She sucks in a breath, the words spilling from somewhere innate, from the lips of the ghost 
she thought she couldn’t reach. She has no memory of that time, but she feels it suddenly, as 
if it was yesterday; the rejection in absence, the abandonment in the unfocused gaze of 
someone you love. 


“I’m sorry,” she tries. Hollow words, too late. 


Tears pool in her eyes and she glances around the coffee shop—avoiding Mal’s scrutiny, but 
also worried they’re causing a scene. And yet...no one is looking at her. Everyone is as 
wrapped in their own lives as they were thirty minutes ago. It’s incredible, how her world can 


keep falling apart, kicked down and rebuilt and kicked down again, while the rest of the 
world continues spinning. 


“T still don’t—’” She sniffles, wipes a tear off her cheek. “I don’t have my memories, I don’t 
have any explanations or excuses. I just have the truth, that’s all. And I’m sorry—genuinely, 
truly, sorry. I’d never intentionally hurt you—I know that, even without my memories. I’d 
never—” 


“Do you realize how much worse that is?” His words are flat, devoid of anger or anything 
else. A muzzled monster, the threat of a bite rumbling beneath the surface. “That you didn’t 
give enough of a shit about me to consider my feelings at all? That you didn’t even think 
about me when you were fucking someone else? That you were just that goddamn careless?” 


He shakes his head, standing abruptly. Alina bites down on her lip, stalling tears she doesn’t 
deserve to shed. “I’m sorry. I don’t...” 


He shakes his head, leaving in a rush. Leaving her stranded at her table, on her apocalyptic 
desert island while life throbs around her. 


She was right, she knows now. The pain of his pain, of being the one to inflict it, is a scar 
she’ll wear forever. Aleks was wrong, she knows now. Because as her world crumbles, as she 
yearns to crawl home to the safety of someone’s arms, the only person she craves is Sasha. 


--00-- 


Aleks is watching television when Alina finally walks into the apartment. A full week of 
stilted silence, of stunted words, of fragmented masks of pride that can only conceal so much 
grief. A full week of love balancing on a semi-colon, of a painstaking nothing. 


He turns to her, steeling his nerves, his expression. Can’t give away the fact he couldn’t focus 
on his work, that he gave up and returned home. Can’t give away that he was afraid Alina 
returning to an empty apartment would only further destroy them. 


He has no idea what’s playing on the television screen, but the film reel in his mind is a 
bloody form of torture. Slide after slide of another man—no a boy —fucking his sweet girl. 
The image of a monstrous hand wrapped around the belly carrying his baby. 


Alina walks in, sets her purse and keys on the kitchen island. The glow of the only lamp lit— 
the one beside him on the end table—is dim. He still notices her eyes though; bloodshot, 
puffy. 


I did this , he thinks. I could have left well enough alone, but I did this instead. I hurt her 
further instead. 


“Are you alright?” Words rough, his voice unused today. 


She swallows and he sees the beat of hesitation, the flicker of a decision being made 
somewhere out of his reach. 


“Yeah,” she says at last. “I’m...I’m going to bed.” 


He nods, too aware that all his words are inadequate. The English language is inadequate. 
She slips away into the shadows, again. Taking his light with her, again. 

ee 
Alina imagines it. 


She doesn’t truly consider it, doesn’t entertain it in the face of her blunt reality. She imagines 
getting back together with Mal in a world where she doesn’t ache for Aleksander. In a fantasy 
where she wouldn’t continue to ache for him every day if she left him for Mal. 


She imagines it, but in a world where her feelings for Aleksander have not hooked beneath 
heartlines and she is content to love Mal, to raise this baby with him and make a family with 
him. A safe life. A life always just short of happiness. Sometimes, she misses the days when 
she didn’t understand the difference between content and happy . 


--0O0-- 
“Sasha?” 


Alina hovers at the edge of the hallway that leads to their bedrooms, toeing its boundary with 
the main room. Which is to say, testing the wall between them—the one of her own making. 


He looks up at her from the kitchen table, glasses perched on his nose, his usually gelled hair 
mussed and sticking up in various directions. Alina has only known this state of his hair to be 
caused by two situations: her own fingers threaded through it and tugging, or the continuous 
pull from his own hands when he is stressed. She hasn’t had him in two weeks—not since 
their fight about Mal. It can only be the latter. 


“Are you alright?” 


It stings, that he thinks she would only speak to him because something is wrong. She nods, 
tongue heavy, desperately grasping at something that might already be as much a ghost as the 
woman she carries inside her. The ruins of their relationship would certainly haunt her the 
same. 


“T just—are you coming to bed soon?” 


With me , she screams at herself. Or maybe that’s the other woman, her existence a constant 
buzz in her ear that she can’t yet translate. You forgot to add ‘with me.’ 


Sasha stares back at her—is he waiting too? She can taste his rejection of the words she 
cannot even voice. 


“T’ve got a lot of work to catch up on,” he answers, finally. He looks down at his computer 
for a slice of a second before dragging his gaze back to her—reluctantly, she thinks. “Sleep 
well.” 


Alina nods again, tears coating her throat as she wanders through the dark hallway towards 
her bedroom. 


She wants to run back to him, wants to beg him to make it better, to fix what she broke. To 
fix her , because wasn’t she the broken thing in their relationship all along? 


She wants to run back to him, to finish the job. They’re bleeding out slowly; wounds from 
her own claws, back when she thought she was escaping a cage, only to discover she 
massacred her home. She wants to slash the throat of whatever they had and get out while she 
can. Wants to run before he can abandon her body, before she’s left to crawl after him, half 
alive. Wants to leave before she is left. 


She does not sleep well. 
==00== 


The quiet of the apartment is disconcerting. The chatter of his fingers over the keys of his 
laptop, the occasional exhale—no, sigh—from him and him alone. It reminds him of before. 
Before Alina, when Luda and him would barely interact towards the end, even when home 
together. An empty space, a loneliness suspended in time, but screaming with an infinite 
ache. 


He shuts his laptop, takes off his glasses and rubs at his eyes. Glances down the hallway 
towards Alina, towards a problem he has no solution for. He wonders how they got so 
twisted, but maybe this was always fated to be their default, their end. He’s clung to a few 
happy months, but wonders if he was planning for a future while she was escaping into a 
fantasy every time that he tasted her. 


Everyday he wonders if he pushed her too far, suffocated her. Everyday he wonders if he’s 
kept too great a distance from her. He wonders if even she knows which she prefers. 


How do you love a woman who doesn’t know her own heart? 
How do you know what to give her? 


He lives off the meager crumbs that she doesn’t seem to know she feeds him, dependent on a 
flitter of signs to discern her feelings for him. The polaroid of him that she kept from before , 
that she doesn’t know that he knows, is still tucked in her bedside table drawer. The way that 
she watches him when he fucks her, her present brown eyes their own reassurance that she 
isn’t escaping something when she takes him—not in that moment, at least. In that moment, 
she is wide awake. 


The rare glimpses of raw honesty—rainbows, shooting stars, fireflies he traps in jars that 
never survive the night. Moments that survive only in his memories. Any chance of 
preserving his own heart is already shot to hell; such a knowledge makes him reckless, 
desperate. If he already knows he won’t survive her, he would prefer the absolute slaughter to 
a Slow death, a dissolution. He wants to call it what it is. 


With clarity, he remembers one such moment. Two, in actuality—opposite sides of the same 
despair. The argument last January that he couldn’t comprehend the meaning of until their 
conversation a month ago. 


I’m not sure if that specifically led to our fight, but I’m sure...I’m sure it would have left me 
feeling terribly. 


I think...I think maybe it made me panic. I don t need my memories from the last year to know 
I have issues with...with abandonment. 


What had he assured her then? He won’t leave. There is a fated doom about them, in the 
cycle of their relationship growing and crumbling twice over. But there is also hindsight. 
There is also a rare opportunity to remedy old mistakes—a second chance most never see. 


Aleks walks down the hallway, hesitating at her door—there is no light shining beneath it. 
She might reject him, might wound him further. But there it is again—the power in his 
recognition that this is already a slaughter. Nothing more to lose. He knocks, softly, before 
opening the door a crack and peering inside. 


Her silhouette shifts in the dark. She sits up, only barely. “Sasha?” 


He walks over to her, kneels beside the bed—needs to see her face, even if it is only 
illuminated by moonlight. His sun, he always thought. But he loves her shadows, her 
midnights, the damning pull of her black holes too. He would let her swallow him whole if 
only she let him. 


“T don’t have any answers for you,” he whispers. “No solutions either. But I want to stay. Can 
I stay?” 


He thinks her eyes gleam with fresh tears, but it’s difficult to tell in the dark. She shifts to the 
opposite side of the bed, making room for him to climb in next to her. She lays on her side, 
facing him, watching him intently as he rests his head on the pillow and stares back at her. 


Her bump, nearly eight months now, is more bridge than obstacle. Even so, he resists the urge 
to lay a hand on it. He takes her hand instead, kisses the back of it, holds it between his own 
before closing his eyes. Needs her to know with certainty that he is not staying for their 
daughter—that he is staying for her. Needs her to know that matter his love for their daughter, 
she is enough. She has always been enough. 


--00-- 


Alina feels calm, at peace, for the first time in a long time as Aleks pours her decaf coffee 
into a tumbler. They haven’t spoken of last night, of him crawling into her bed. Of them 
simply sleeping together, side by side. When she woke up, he was gone. But the side of the 
bed was still warm, her bedroom door open and the sound of the running shower echoing 
through the hallway. It didn’t feel like abandonment. It felt like routine, like the most 
ordinary morning in the most extraordinary way. 


All the same, she knows she owes him something. She knows they can’t go on like this—he 
will eventually tire of her uncertainty. Or worse, he will let her mangle his heart until there is 
nothing left of him to love. This is what prompted her to open her emails while still in bed 
and scroll to the one from her doctor. 


“T’m going to call a therapist,” Alina blurts as he hands her the coffee. She swallows thickly, 
taking a step back from him. Always overwhelmed by his presence. “One of the ones the 
doctor recommended,” she clarifies. “See if they have openings. I...it isn’t your job to fix 
things, or find solutions. I know I have to do that on my own. It’s why I asked for space. But 
I know that space means nothing if I’m not even trying.” 


His smile is timid, uncertain, but his eyes shine with a warmth she hasn’t witnessed since 
Fjerda. “I know it isn’t my job to fix things—but I’m in this too. I’m still here still—I just 
wanted you to know that.” 


She nods, shyly, distracting herself with a sip of coffee. Thinks of Mal—the way he fled from 
her as soon as she told him the truth. The way she hasn’t heard from him since, the way she 
discovered he blocked her when she tried to call. She can’t blame him for that—not really. 
Aleks had said that she didn’t owe him anything—that she should tell him the truth for her, 
not him—but that isn’t true. If it is true, then the reverse is true too—Mal owes her nothing. 


It stings all the same. Whiplash; a love confession, a plea, an abandonment. Again, she 
reminds herself that it was her who left him first, her who lied. She is the villain in his story, 
and maybe even in her own. But some innate part of her wonders how he could offer himself 
to her like that and never call, never reach out, even after the fresh sting of the truth wanes in 
the following days. 


“We should get going,” she prompts. “We’ll be late.” 
=+=00=-+ 


Alina is exhausted by the afternoon, even after downing the small latte that Nina dropped off 
at her desk. She’s tempted to take maternity leave early, but that was what Aleksander wanted 
and she doesn’t want him to know how right he was about work being overwhelming at 
nearly eight months pregnant. She only has a couple more weeks, and besides, work has been 
a needed and welcome distraction to her personal life going up in flames. It took months, but 
she finally feels like she’s back on track. Thankfully, Genya was right—a lot of her skills 
earned at work returned with muscle memory. If only she could say the same of 
relationships. 


Alina senses, more than she hears or sees, Zoya approach her desk. She’s acquired a talent 
for it since she returned to work. 


“I’m almost finished with the web design for the Yul-Bayur account,” she tells her, over her 
shoulder. Taking a deep breath, she rests her hand over her growing bump. There’s not a 
single position that seems to be comfortable these days. “I’Il have it done ahead of the Friday 
deadline.” 


Alina has worked hard to prove herself to Zoya—to prove that she deserves to be in this role, 
independent of her relationship with Aleks. In return, Zoya has treated her with respect— 
albeit a distanced and icy respect. 


Still, Alina thinks she must have succeeded in proving herself to some extent, because she 
doubts Zoya would remain quiet about any failures. Even so, she understands Zoya’s 
frustration. Alina must seem untouchable to her, whether or not she does fail. It isn’t a 
position she wants either of them in. It’s why she made the decision to begin looking for a 
new job after the baby is born. 


“How are you feeling?” 


Alina pauses, fingers still on her keyboard for a breath before she turns to look at Zoya. Her 
lingering confuses Alina, but per usual, the other woman’s expression gives nothing away. 
This is the first time Zoya has so much as addressed Alina’s pregnancy since confronting her 
in the bathroom the night of the gala. 


“Fine, I’m fine.” Alina exhales, shaking her head. “Listen, you don’t have to—” 


“T do.” Zoya purses her red painted lips. It’s the closest thing to discomfort that Alina has 
witnessed on her. “I’m sorry for what I said to you.” 


Alina shrugs, swallowing through an unexpected emotion that spills from somewhere buried. 
“You were right.” 


“Maybe. But it wasn’t my place to be right or wrong—to speak on it—regardless.” She sighs, 
relaxing slightly. “I know life isn’t black and white.” 


“T did apologize to her,” Alina tells her. “For the second time, apparently,” she adds, a wry 
smile twisting the corners of her lips. 


Zoya laughs. “I heard.” 
Alina raises her brow. “You’re friends,” she realizes aloud. 
Zoya nods. “Good friends—I was...feeling protective of her.” 


“T couldn’t tell, wasn’t sure, based on...” She trails off, another realization. “Did you know 
the entire time then? About Aleks and I?” 


Zoya shakes her head, perfect waves bouncing. “Luda never told me who it was—didn’t 
really want to talk about it at all, really. She’s...there’s a hard shell protecting a soft heart. I 
suspect it’s for that reason her and Aleks didn’t work out.” 


Alina raises a brow, gives Zoya a pointed look. “Yeah, sounds familiar.” 


Zoya frowns, wearing an expression of mock offense. “I have a hard shell and cold heart— 
remember that.” 


Alina laughs. “T will.” 


“She’s doing really well, if you were wondering,” Zoya tells her. 


“T wasn’t wondering, exactly, but I’m glad to hear it. She mentioned seeing someone when 
we spoke. Someone...incredible in bed.” 


Zoya laughs. “That sounds about right.” She pushes off the cabinet she was leaning against. 
“Well—get back to work. Let me know if you need anything before your maternity leave 
starts.” 


Alina nods, feeling yet another weight she didn’t know existed dissolve off her chest. When 
Zoya leaves, Alina pulls up the email from her doctor and dials the number of the first 
therapist listed. 


--00-- 
“Pick you up at six?” 


Aleks is the image of calm, but she knows him well—his nerves revealed by white knuckles, 
hands gripping the steering wheel. Notices his nerves even though she doesn’t understand 
what he has to be nervous about. 


Alina nods, unbuckles her seatbelt. She reaches for the door but hesitates, turns and presses a 
quick kiss to his cheek. Lacking grace, a little awkward, but his cheeks flush and she feels 
like it was the right choice as she climbs out of his car and waves goodbye. 


Alina cracks her knuckles as she walks up the stairs of the townhouse, the placard next to the 
door listing the suites of several businesses. The balmy night dissolves as she steps into the 
entryway, blasted with air conditioning. It feels glorious; she’s always too warm these days 
and their apartment is kept at a chilly 65 degrees at all times. She feels bad that Aleks seems 
to always be wearing sweatpants and sweatshirts at the height of summer, but he never 
comments on it. A rush of affection floods her, coupled with renewed determination in her 
decision to come here. 


Alina walks down the hall, confirming the suite number before stepping through an open 
door into a waiting area. She hesitates before knocking on the open door on the other side of 
the room—what she assumes is the therapist’s office—and popping her head in. A woman 
looks up from her computer. Younger than Alina expected—amid to late 30s, if she had to 
guess. She has a perfectly cut blonde bob and glasses that compliment her heart-shaped face. 
Her smile takes up her entire face, but to Alina’s relief, it seems genuine enough. 


“You must be Alina.” 
Alina nods. “Hi.” 


“T’m Dr. Cadieux. It’s great to meet you—I’ve got to finish up one note, but why don’t you 
take a seat on the couch there.” 


Alina looks around the room as she sits down. It’s nearly how she imagined it, but there is a 
lived-in warmth that she’s relieved to witness after visiting doctors in sterile hospitals since 


waking from the accident in February. Floor-to-ceiling chestnut bookshelves line an entire 
wall, two large windows taking up most of the perpendicular wall. Dr. Cadieux’s desk 
reminds Alina of how she always imagined a professor or famous author’s desk might look 
like—grand, but not overstated. Dignified. 


It feels nothing like the cold office in the government building where she met with the court- 
mandated therapist as a child for a few sessions, after her parents’ death. She wasn’t ready to 
talk about the accident then. Didn’t even understand it enough to discuss it. All she 
remembers is grief encased confusion. 


“Coffee or tea?” Dr. Cadieux asks, standing from her desk. “Water?” 
“Tm alright, but thank you.” 


Dr. Cadieux takes a seat on the mustard, velvet lounge chair that Alina thinks looks like it 
might swallow the woman. She holds a notepad on her lap, which Alina eyes warily. She 
must not disguise it well, because Dr. Cadieux laughs lightly. 


“Don’t worry—this isn't a test, or an examination. It’s only for my own notes, so I can best 
help you. Nothing formal.” 


Alina nods, clasping her hands in her lap. 


“So,” she prompts. “I read your intake form—sounds like you’ve dealt with more in the last 
year than many deal with in their lifetime.” 


“Yeah, I guess. It’s been...hard.” 


Dr. Cadieux offers a sympathetic frown that only irritates Alina. She’s reminded of the social 
workers who gave her that frown. I’m sorry this is happening to you , she used to interpret it 
as. But there s nothing I can do and I cant wait to return to the warmth of my own home after 
dealing with this all day. I feel for you, but thank God I’m not you. She pushes past the 
feelings, determined not to let them obstruct her purpose here. 


“Well,” Dr. Cadieux prompts, when Alina says nothing more. “These sessions are for you . 
Of course, I’m happy to guide our conversations, but I like to remind patients that I’m at their 
service, not the other way around. Whatever you’d like to talk about today is your choice. 
These first sessions can be overwhelming, especially for patients who have never spoken 
with a therapist. It can bring up feelings you weren’t aware of, or have tucked away as a 
coping mechanism. But we can go as slowly or as quickly as you need. Everything we work 
through here is about best addressing your needs.” 


Alina opens her mouth. Closes it again, unsure of where to start. “From my forms...you 
know the basics of my amnesia then?” 


“The facts that you wrote, yes. But it helps me to understand your perspective if you’d like to 
talk more about it.” 


“T feel...” She sighs, some innate frustration roiling within. “I feel as if I’m two people—me 
before the accident, and me now. But also like I’m carrying a third that I don’t know or 
understand—the me I have no memories of, that I can’t reach. And the me now sometimes 
feels like as much of a stranger as the part of me I can’t remember.” 


Alina waits for Dr. Cadieux to offer a bewildered look, but she only nods. 


“What you experienced when you lost your memory was a very real loss, Alina. The kind of 
loss that requires a mourning period—not just for the version of yourself you don’t 
remember, that you didn’t get to meet. But also for the version of yourself you were before 
her, that you lost the moment you woke up in that hospital. Life moved on when you woke 
and I suspect you felt that you needed to move on with it—especially when you had to think 
of more than yourself,” she adds, glancing at her bump. “But the way to process loss is to 
truly grieve—to allow yourself to mourn, to say goodbye. Have you given yourself the space 
to do so?” 


Alina feels her eyes well with tears—tears that embarrass her, surprise her. “I don’t think so. I 
don’t...I don’t feel like I’ve had the space to process anything. Everything has moved so fast 
—and I’m reminded whenever I look in the mirror.” She glances at her bump, inhales a 
shuddering breath. “I feel like...like I’m running desperately to catch up on a train that 
started moving without me—like if I don’t keep running, it will leave me behind for good.” 


Dr. Cadieux nods again. “And who else is on this train?” 

Alina furrows her brow, rolling the question over in her mind. “It’s just—I don’t know. Life.” 
“Life?” 

Alina nods. “And—and him, I guess.” 

“Aim?” 

“Sorry.” She sniffles. “Him, as in Aleks. My—the baby’s father.” 

“And who is he to you?” 

She furrows her brow. “The baby’s father.” 

“That’s what he is to your son or daughter,” she points out. “But who is he to you?” 


Alina swallows. “That—that’s the problem. Or question, I guess. I don’t remember the 
beginning of our relationship—only that it started and ended during the year I lost in the 
accident. It also started when we were both in relationships with other people. That, and he 
was—is—my boss. The owner of the company I work for.” 


Alina watches her carefully, intent on finding a twitch of judgment, a mere wrinkle of 
disapproval. Instead, Dr. Cadieux doesn’t react at all. “That must be incredibly hard for you 
—having no memories of an entire relationship.” 


“T felt so guilty,” she admits. “I still do. I think...I think if I could just remember , then I 
could maybe understand. And if I could understand, then maybe I wouldn’t hate myself so 
much for it. I don’t regret being with him, but I regret not being honest with my boyfriend at 
the time. I regret not waiting until he ended things with his wife before we started anything.” 


Dr. Cadieux hums. “And...what if you remembered, but it didn’t help you understand those 
decisions?” Alina frowns. “Isn’t it possible that that version of you who made that decision, 
did not make it with any perfectly sound reason?” 


Alina shifts on the couch. “I guess.” 


“Sometimes we make imperfect decisions—whether or not you regret them, that much is still 
true. People act on emotions more often than not. Sometimes it isn’t about understanding the 
why—the perfect reason that acts as an excuse—but about understanding the person, the 
place they were in when they made that decision. But most importantly, Alina, you do not 
need an excuse to make imperfect decisions. Accountability, responsibility is important, yes. 
But you do not need a set of perfect excuses to be an imperfect human.” 


--00-- 


Alina feels lighter when Aleks picks her up. Feels like maybe she can begin to forgive 
herself, that such a concept is in reach, even if she isn’t there yet. 


He doesn’t ask how the session went—probably attempting to respect the boundaries she 
reminded him of time and time again. She offers that piece of herself anyway—wants to 
share this with him, she realizes. 


“Tt went really well.” 
“Yeah?” His eyes remain trained on the road, but she can detect relief in his voice. 
She nods. “Yeah—I really like her.” 


He still doesn’t look at her, but the corners of his lips turn up in a smile. “That’s great—I’m 
really happy to hear it.” 


They don’t have sex that night. They don’t kiss, don’t so much as spoon. But they fall asleep 
together like they have for the past week. In the same bed, under the same covers, sharing the 
same breath. 


=-602= 
“Would you be willing to tell me more about your childhood—your upbringing—today?” 


Alina nods, even as her throat constricts at the mere thought of having to rehash such frosted 
memories. “I...I’m an only child,” she starts. “My parents died when I was eight—in the 
same car accident. I went into the system after that.” 


Dr. Cadieux raises her brow at that. Maybe that’s something Alina should have mentioned in 
the intake form. It didn’t feel like something to unpack. It was so long ago, it didn’t feel like a 


crisis—just a fossilized part of who she was and is. The orphan in the system. Not something 
she wants to dwell on, and certainly not something she wants to be pitied for. 


It was one of the reasons she felt comfortable with Mal so quickly; a shared understanding of 
the rejection of being defined by one’s loss. He was the person she didn’t have to explain 
herself to. Maybe she clung to that sentiment too tightly. Maybe explaining oneself isn’t a 
burden, but a sort of release. A practice in intimacy that she never bothered to engage with. 


“And you were in the system until you aged out?” 


Alina nods. “When I was eighteen, my boyfriend and I—he was also in the system—got a 
place together.” She pauses, digs her nails into her palms. “He was who I cheated on with the 
baby’s father—with Aleks. I was with my ex for over eight years, up until that point.” 


Dr. Cadieux nods. “That must have been a relief to share that experience with someone you 
trusted. I know the system is difficult under the best of circumstances.” 


Alina huffs. “There weren’t good circumstances—ust fine, terrible, and worse.” 
“I’m sorry you had to go through that.” 

Alina shrugs. “It’s fine.” 

“No—it wasn’t, and isn’t. It’s okay to acknowledge that.” 


Alina swallows. “Yeah, it was...” She shrugs again, twisting the hair tie on her wrist. “A lot 
of kids I knew had it worse. I wasn’t abused—not physically, at least. I was just...tolerated, I 
guess. No matter what I did, or how hard I tried. I just...I was simply there . Mal—my 
boyfriend—we were friends first. We were only ten when we met in the same foster home. 
We only overlapped for six months at the first place, but crossed paths again and again over 
the years, until we ended up at the same high school. He was more of a constant in my life 
than any of the foster families. He was the only person who noticed when I tried.” 


“Tried?” 


“Yeah,” she confirms, swallowing. “Like all the ways I tried to impress my foster families, 
make them want to invite me to stay forever, or just...see me. Mal actually did see me. He 
noticed me.” 


“And...you felt you needed to try for this to happen? That it wasn’t simply enough to be as 
you were. Why is that?” 


Alina feels a sense of panic, coiling tighter and tighter behind her ribs. The piece she’s only 
confessed to two people—Mal and, apparently, Aleks. She didn’t specify when she asked 
Aleks if she told him about her parents, but she could tell—she could see it in his eyes. Not 
confusion regarding why she was asking, not a simple fact mentioned about a car accident. 
The truth was something more, something worse. Something she let take root in her lungs; 
infectious black mold. Something shameful and best to shield others from. Something she 


wanted to keep her distance from, lest they realize the truth of its meaning. This is a girl who 
isn t worth staying for. 


“Alina—are you alright?” She tilts her head, green eyes wide. “Would you like to take a 
break?” 


She shakes her head. Feels on the cusp of something that she knows she won’t have the 
strength to reckon with for a second time if she steps away now. It feels terrifying to speak of 
it, to admit it aloud. It feels more terrifying to consider a life with such a weight strapped to 
her shoulders—one she never agreed to carry. 


“T felt— feel —like I need to try,” she starts, realizing the truth of her words, of herself, as 
they’re still materializing in her mouth. “Because...I guess, because me as I was—it wasn’t 
enough to make him want to stay. It wasn’t even enough for him to let me keep my mom.” 


“Who is he , Alina?” 


Alina takes a deep breath, tears already swelling in her throat, behind her eyes. Warm 
memories clash in her mind with the cold truth of his final message to her. She wonders if she 
made those memories up. Must have, because how does a father who loves his daughter, who 
reads to her before bed, who makes her mac and cheese with bacon like she loves, who helps 
her after dinner with her first grade spelling homework, decide she isn’t worth it? How does a 
father who loves her—as every action until that night suggested—abruptly decide that she 
doesn’t deserve a mother either? 


“My father,” she answers, mouth dry. 


She takes another breath, retreating. Suddenly detached from this story, from this truth. She is 
telling another sad story that doesn’t belong to her, one she discovered between the lines of a 
book at the library. The facts spelled out in neat, printed lines on each page. The darker truth 
scribbled in the margins where eight year old her never thought to check. 


“My parents—they died in a car accident,” she repeats. “But...it wasn’t an accident. It was a 
murder-suicide, technically—that’s what the police labeled it. My father drove their car off 
the cliff—no skid marks, no evidence of trying to stop. His finances were in ruins, apparently 
—he left a note at his office, with no mention of me specifically. He... he chose to leave, and 
to take my mom with him. She was in the passenger seat. He...I wasn’t worth staying for. 
Whatever I was, I wasn’t even worth leaving a mother behind for. I guess...”” She inhales, 
breath shaky. Crying, she belatedly realizes—she’s crying. Thick tears, smudging her 
concealer. “I guess I thought if I tried harder or was just—just something better , I would 
have been worth fighting for. Worth staying for.” 


Dr. Cadieux knits her brow; another show of sympathy, but another genuine one as far as 
Alina can tell. “Thank you for sharing that with me. I know it must be incredibly difficult to 
talk about.” 


Alina nods, sniffles. Feels like the eight year old, confused by the sudden absence of 
everything that made up her entire life. 


“You know...the truth of it is, Alina, we’ll never know what was going through your father’s 
mind and why he made the decisions that he did. But what I can promise is that his choices 
are a reflection of his own struggles, and not a reflection of who you are as a person—or how 
lovable you are.” She pauses, crosses her legs. ““When people are in a place where they feel 
that the world is a better place without them, they aren’t usually thinking about something— 
or someone—who they believe is the cause of their actions, or even what person or 
circumstances would be enough to stay. Often, as devastating as it is for those around them, 
they are simply, falsely, believing that the world would be better off without them. But that is 
not a reflection of their love for others—not a reflection of his love for you.” 


Unexpected fury flares behind her cheeks, laps at the back of her neck. “You’re right—it was 
selfish . He was only thinking about himself. And maybe...maybe some part of his choices 
would make sense to me, if he didn’t take my mom with him.” 


It was this that cut so much deeper than her father’s choice to end his own life. 


For so long, it was simply unimaginable—those warm memories again crashing upon the 
shores of reality. Her father loved her mother—she remembered as such. Glimpses, at least. 
Her father’s arms around her mother’s waist as she stirred noodles at the stove, her mother’s 
feet in her father’s lap as they watched television in the evenings, Alina coloring on the floor 
at their feet. So many little moments that Alina stitched together into something she labeled a 
certain truth—something she called love . 


The reality, she acknowledges now, is that the warm moments were threaded with arguments 
—ones she didn’t remember, or didn’t want to think about, until years later. Whispered fights 
when she laid in bed—voices that rose to something more until she was clutching her stuffed 
bunny. Tense days when no one spoke to one another, when she tried to make herself as small 
and quiet as possible, in hopes that if she took up less space, everyone might be happy again. 
Fragile evenings that she navigated like minefields, emotions she somehow knew were 
delicate enough to shatter, even when she didn’t understand why. 


Memories that emerged as broken and fragmented as the happier ones, until she never knew 
what they had, who they were. Until she realized one morning that she had no idea what love 
looked like, because whatever it was that once shaped the word in her mind was ravaged in a 
single night, by a single choice. 


“T could forgive him, understand even, if he was in such pain,” Alina continues. “But to take 
her with him...to know he was leaving me alone in the world. It was either cruel or careless, 
and I’m not sure which is worse.” 


Mal’s words suddenly accost her, chipping at her sanity until she feels nauseous. 
“Do you realize how much worse that is?” 

“That you didn t even think about me? That you were just that fucking careless?” 
“T’m just like him,” she murmurs. 


“What?” 


“I—J did the same to Mal. I was careless with him, just like my dad.” 


Dr. Cadieux sets aside her notepad, leans forward with urgency. “Alina—a choice to 
physically hurt someone, to take another life, is not the same as infidelity. You are not the 
same, because you are here talking through this with me now. You are here because you want 
to do the right thing. He made a choice to leave—a tragic choice that was the easy way out. 
You are here, taking accountability for your choices and doing your best to grow from them. 
Those actions are not the same.” 


Alina sniffles again, nods. Tries to shed her walls long enough for Dr. Cadieux’s words to 
permeate deeply, where they’ve never been able to reach. Not brushing them off, refusing 
them, for once in her life. 


They are not the same. 


She made mistakes. She is human and made mistakes, hurt people even, but has made no 
irreparable choices. She never took someone from another. 


“Alina?” 
“I’m sorry, it’s just—it’s a lot.” 


“T know, and that’s okay. We don’t have to discuss anything more today, not if you don’t want 
to.” 


Alina shakes her head, embracing the wide open floodgates. 


“T always felt so unwanted—after I was old enough to understand what happened. It was... 
embarrassing, in a way. Which feels too shallow a word, but it was. It felt like my father had 
stamped return to sender on my forehead and released me into the world alone. 


“Tt...it took me a decade to tell Mal. He knew they died in a car accident, but not the full 
truth. I was twenty by the time I told him what my father did. I think I waited so long because 
I was afraid that voicing it aloud would be like revealing that return to sender stamp on my 
forehead. It felt like telling him that the person who should have loved me most didn’t want 
me. And so, if that was true...why should anyone else decide I was worth staying for? Worth 
loving?” 


“How did Mal react when he told you?” 


“He was...fine. He said that it was terrible what my father did, that he was a horrible person. 
It...it felt worse to hear him say that, even though the thought had crossed my own mind. I 
found myself wanting to defend my father, which is insane.” 


“No—not insane. From what I understand, you loved your father when this happened. You 
were just a girl. That love doesn’t dissolve easily—nor should it. Nothing is so black and 
white. Whatever you feel towards him, towards what he did, is completely valid.” 


Alina nods. 


Inhale, exhale. 
Repeat. 


Repeat again, until her heart feels something like steady. Until her hands are no longer 
shaking. 


“Did you ever tell anyone else the truth of what happened with your parents?” 


Alina nods. “I...yes, I think. Another lost memory. Aleks didn’t tell me about our 
relationship after the accident—I found out on my own, when I found a polaroid photo of 
him tucked between the pages of my favorite childhood book. It was a copy of Goodnight 
Moon , and not one I owned before the accident. It...it was more than just a favorite book. It 
was one my parents read to me all the time, but especially my father.” 


“Aleks gifted you this copy of the book?” 


Alina nods again. “I brought it up later, about a month ago—about why he gave it to me. He 
said that I’d told him it was one of the few memories I had with my parents and that he 
wanted to give me back a piece of them. That’s when I asked if I’d told him what happened 
to them and he said that I did—I could just tell. I could tell he knew the full truth by the way 
he reacted. I think that’s what he meant by giving me back a piece of them...the gifted book 
was an attempt at not letting what my father did overshadow the happy memories I did have. 
I mean...I think, anyway.” 


“You didn’t discuss it further?” 
She shakes her head. “The prospect felt too daunting...opening that wound again.” 


It’s only at this moment that Alina realizes what took her a decade to confess to Mal, took her 
mere months to share with Aleks. It’s only at this moment that Alina so distinctly sees the 
difference between Mal’s black and white outrage at her father—as well intended as it was— 
and Aleks’s gentle touch. Aleks’s instinct to protect Alina’s memories, to protect her . 


“So...” Dr. Cadieux continues. “You know—or are fairly certain—that this conversation 
where you shared this with Aleks occurred. But you have no memory of it—you don’t have 
the experience of sharing such a vulnerable piece of yourself with him?” 


Alina purses her lips. “No—she got that.” 
“She?” 


“The third me, the ghost. The one who has the memories I don’t. All of my firsts with 
Aleks.” 


Dr. Cadieux hums, leans back in her oversized chair. “You know, Alina, there are no rules 
that say you can’t have those memories too. There are no rules that say you can’t take back 
those experiences as your own. Maybe you’ll regain all your memories someday, maybe you 
won’t, but if that conversation—that expression of vulnerability—is one that you wished you 


had a memory of, you can still make that happen. If that’s what you want, of course. If you’re 
ready for that.” 


--00-- 


Alina is quiet on the drive home from the appointment, quiet as she and Aleks unload takeout 
containers of Thai food they picked up on the way home—Alina’s current craving is 
phanaeng curry. Their chatter is comfortable, but sparse, as they eat. Alina is quiet until she 
gets ready for bed, until she returns to the living room and finds Aleks on the couch, working 
from his laptop. 


Cheeks burning, heart racing. She knows she doesn’t have to do this tonight, not when her 
heart is a raw nerve, heavy from today’s session. In fact, she’s surprised that she wants to. For 
the first time in so long, she feels a connection to the ghost who hoards her memories. A new 
sense of trust in her judgment, no matter her mistakes, because she trusted this man with 
something so painful, so intimate, upon knowing him for such a short amount of time. Alina 
knows it was well-placed because of her own experiences with him now, because of the book 
on the shelf of the nursery. She feels a new tether to the lost piece of her, a red string woven 
through memories kept and forgotten. 


“Sasha?” 


He looks up, finding her hesitating at the entrance of the hallway again. She steps forward, 
crossing the boundary this time. 


“You said I told you about my parents,” she prompts, sitting down on the couch next to him. 
Leaves space—a cushion, to be exact—between them. “Not just—not just the car accident. 
The other...thing.” 


Aleks nods, shutting his laptop and setting it on the coffee table. “Yeah—you did.” 
Alina bites down on her lip. Her therapist’s words hover over the empty space between them. 
There are no rules that say you can t take back those experiences as your own. 


“T know I told you already, but can I tell you again? Can we pretend I’m telling you for the 
first time?” 


He exhales a breath that Alina didn’t realize he was holding, reaching across the space 
between them to offer a single squeeze of her hand. “Of course we can.” 


Aleks moves to pull his hand back, but she holds onto it between both her own. A wordless 
plea for permission, one he grants with tender eyes and a nod for her to go on. “My parents 
died in a car accident when I was only eight,” she tells him. “But...” 


She hesitates, feeling like she really is telling him for the first time. Wonders what it felt like 
to tell him when she didn’t know how he would react like she knows now. That trust the 
ghost—no, she —once had in this man, even in the face of uncertainty, is a power in itself. 


“But—,” she swallows, “—but it was also suicide. My father killed himself—and my mother 
—by intentionally driving them off the road.” 


Aleks twists his hand in hers so that their palms are pressed together, fingers interlaced. “I’m 
so sorry, baby. You didn’t deserve to go through that and I wish you didn’t have to endure 
that pain, or that loss.” 


Alina lets baby slide, enjoying the comfort it blankets her in instead of picking it apart. She 
wonders if he simply slipped up by using the pet name, the one that she isn’t sure has a place 
inside the renewed line she drew weeks ago. She wonders if maybe it was intentional, if 
Aleks is taking this request so seriously that he answered exactly as he did the first time. 
Alina realizes she doesn’t mind—might even prefer it. 


“T talked about it during my session today. It was...it was a lot. But I think I feel better now 
than I have in a long time.” She pauses, squeezes his hand as she tries to collect her thoughts, 
to articulate the mess inside her. Aleks is patient as he waits. “It took me a decade to tell 
Mal.” 


She watches him carefully at the mention of Mal’s name. They haven’t talked much about 
him. She told Aleks that Mal was upset, that he didn’t take it well when she told him, but she 
didn’t give him much beyond that. If Aleks is uncomfortable with the mention of Mal, he 
gives nothing away. 


“When I told him all those years ago, it...it felt like a confession.” She furrows her brow, 
stares at the couch. “Like I was the one who did something wrong. Like it was my fault my 
father made that choice because I wasn’t loveable enough to make him stay.” She takes 
another breath, looks up at him again. “All my life I felt like I had to try so hard, to do 
something more than simply exist in order for people to care about me. 


“T don’t...’m not sure if I'll ever regain my memories of our beginning, of our relationship. 
But I’m starting to understand that I think that matters a lot less than the simple fact that 
you’re still here. From what I understand, I wasn’t my best self when I met you, when we 
started this, but you wanted me anyway. And I know—I know things have been hard for you 
too. I know I haven’t made things easy for you, that I’ve been...just a mess. And I guess, I 
just—I need you to know that I’ve noticed, seen it. That I’m grateful for it, and you. I guess I 
just wanted to say thank you for staying.” 


Aleks furrows his brow, pulls away his hand. Something like disappointment, anger even, 
shadows his expression as he shakes his head, stares at her. “You still don’t understand.” 


Her heart thumps in her chest, a weighted reminder of how heavy love has always been for 
her. “What do you mean?” Maybe she was wrong. Maybe he’s losing his patience with her. 
Maybe he’s staying for the baby, not her, and maybe— 


He cups her cheek, covering it entirely with his right hand as he forces her to look into his 
eyes. “Don’t thank me for staying. It is not a burden to stay, Alina. It’s a privilege.” 
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The following Saturday, Alina is deceived. 


Nina’s promise of a relaxing brunch in an AC-filled restaurant—amidst the record-breaking 
Os Alta heat wave—is unveiled to be none other than an ambush. Which is to say, Alina does 
not arrive at brunch, but at a surprise baby shower. Of course, Alina is grateful. Touched, 
even. She hopes that she appropriately conveys such emotion, but it is equal parts 
overwhelming; she will later blame the tears pooling in her eyes on the hormones. 


Her cheeks flush at the unexpected attention as her closest friends crowd her in the reserved 
room, along with unexpected others—like Genya and her husband, like Zoya, like three men 
she doesn’t recognize. Alina never had so much as a birthday party—not since her parents’ 
deaths. Faced with a room full of people, she is torn between basking in the kind gesture and 
bolting for the door as fast as the enormous bump beneath her 100% cotton dress will allow. 
Wonders if the guests would glimpse anything more than the blur of her dress’s skirt—a rust 
orange, clay pink, and soft yellow pattern—and nothing else. 


But then Aleks is standing next to her, wearing that polaroid smile, and her spinning head 
begins to still. He greets her wordlessly; a kiss to her cheek, his beard tickling her sensitive 
skin. His squeeze of her shoulder grounds her further as she greets everyone, and her hand 
moves to cover his before he can remove it. 


The three unknown men turn out to be Aleksander’s friend and old business partner Ivan, 
who moved to Ketterdam half a decade ago. His partner Fedyor is the more charming of the 
two, but Ivan is not unkind either. In fact, the man carries himself with a calming, quiet 
confidence that is not unlike Aleks’s demeanor. The third man is Nikolai Lantsov, who Alina 
has heard plenty stories of and glimpsed at Aleks’s birthday charity gala months ago, but 
never met. 


“Thank you for the, uh—the plane,” Alina stutters upon shaking his hand. 


Unlike Aleks, this man’s confidence is decidedly not quiet. His ego shimmers, but somehow 
is not unbearable or offensive. An oxymoron, to be sure. 


At her thanks, he furrows his brow. “What plane?” 


Alina’s eyes widen as she turns to look up at Aleks, only to catch his unamused glare directed 
at Nikolai. 


“Don’t be an ass,” he tells him. 
Nikolai’s bemused expression breaks into a wide smile before winks at Alina. 


“Just messing with you.” He pauses, lifts Alina’s hand to his lips and gifts her with a chaste 
kiss. “It was my pleasure.” 


“Jesus, Nik,” Aleks mutters, drawing a giggle from her. “Don’t let his charm fool you,” he 
mock whispers in front of Nikolai. “He’s only here because I mentioned Zoya was coming.” 


“Oh?” Alina turns to Nikolai, instantly curious. “Is that right?” 


He shrugs, sliding his hands into his pockets. “It’s truae—I am but a man on a humble 
mission.” 


“More like a golden retriever begging for attention from an owner who has no patience for 
it,” Aleks retorts. 


Nikolai’s hand flies to his heart, even as his eyes twinkle with amusement. “You wound me.” 
Aleks rolls his eyes—not unkindly—before leading Alina to sit down. 


“You shouldn’t be on your feet so long,” he reminds her, although she expects the gesture 
was more escape maneuver than genuine concern. 


Things between she and Aleks have improved since their conversation about her parents last 
week. They haven’t crossed the line into a romantic relationship yet, but the hesitant tension 
in their apartment has all but dissipated. In fact, old tension crackles between them now—one 
Alina reminds herself it’s best to resist. 


Despite the pull she feels towards him, she still needs more time. Still needs to work through 
a lot before she’ll feel confident stepping back into a relationship with him. To her relief, he 
remains as patient as ever. Never pries, never makes a move. She knows that when she is 
ready for something more— when , not if, is a recent realization—that it will be up to her to 
bring forth such a gesture. 


Despite her initial shock, the baby shower turns out to be a much needed distraction from the 
heavier burdens Alina is wading through. It is endlessly entertaining to finally witness Aleks 
mingle with her friends outside the office, and to to witness everyone getting on so easily. 
Wylan and Genya exchange baking tips. Zoya chats with Fedyor and tells Inej about a new 
boutique she thinks she’ II love, all the while torturing Nikolai with her supposed indifference 
( supposed , Alina admits, is her own interpretation). Jesper and David discuss woodworking 
—a hobby that Alina had no idea either of them pursued. What Alina loves most is watching 
everyone’s attempts at drawing Aleks into conversation, despite his determination to stay by 
her side. 


Despite her enjoyment, she’s relieved when Aleks takes note of her dwindling energy. The 
gifts are opened, the glasses empty, the plates clean, and Alina’s eyes grow heavier by the 
minute. 


“Time to go?” he whispers. 

Alina nods, grateful for Aleks taking the lead in their tour of goodbyes. 
“T’ll deliver the gifts tomorrow,” Nina tells her. 

“Are you sure?” Alina asks. “I don’t want to leave you to clean all this up.” 
Nina tilts her head at Aleks. “Well, Mr. Morozova—” 
“Aleksander—please, Nina.” 


“ Aleksander ,” Nina drawls, “paid for cleaning, along with the room reservation and the 
catering.” 


Alina turns to him, mouth agape. She isn’t surprised, exactly—she should have known. But 
she had assumed that her friends had chipped in. 


“It was Nina’s idea,” he hurriedly clarifies, as if evidence of his kindness is an 
embarrassment. 


Alina smiles, squeezing Aleks’s arm. “Well, thank you both—and everyone. I...I’ve never 
had a party thrown for me.” 


Alina regrets the words as soon as they’re spilled; Nina masks her shock well, but Alina 
witnesses the flash of pity behind her usually bright blue eyes. She recovers quickly. 


“Of course, love.” Nina wraps her in an awkward half-hug in her attempt to avoid her bump, 
sending them both into a fit of giggles. 


Upon breaking away from her, Nina seizes up Aleks before saluting him. “Get her home 
safely, boss.” 


He chuckles, a hand to Alina’s lower back. “I’m trying,” he answers, a bit pointedly. 


Nina offers an affectionate eye roll before stepping aside, releasing them into the unbearable 
summer evening. 


= 00s 


The clock on Dr. Cadieux’s wall hiccups with each passing second of silence; a cliche if there 
ever was one. 


But anxiety has tightened its grip on Alina in the past few days. Anxiety that she has no 
answer for, that has no known source. Silence stretches between them, and Dr. Cadieux’s 
effortless patience taunts. 


“Take your time,” she gently urges. But her words are a reminder of time wasted, are they 
not? 


Have you thought more about how to reconnect to these other selves you mentioned? 
A simple question, with a simple answer. No. 


But Alina doesn’t want the answer to be no , doesn’t want to feel so useless in her own 
healing. She doesn’t want to answer with something so unanchored when the question itself 
is one that demands she grow roots, that demands the ghosts that have haunted her since she 
woke become something tangible. 


“T’ve thought about it,” Alina answers, at last. “But I don’t feel any closer to knowing that 
answer. I...I just don’t know how .” 


There is a plea buried in her words. Alina doesn’t know it until she witnesses the tender depth 
of Dr. Cadieux’s green eyes, shielded by a pair of round, black-framed glasses. 


She hums, thoughtfully. “Did you keep any journals?” 


Alina shakes her head. “I never have, and I haven’t found any from the year I can’t 
remember. I’ve looked at photos, of course. I’ve grown close to the people I was friends with 
then. I even live with the man I was in love with, but I just...I still feel—I just still cannot 
understand her. If I could just remember...” 


“Well...as we’ve touched on before, that understanding you seek—although expected—will 

not necessarily give you the answers you believe it will. Or rather, your memories might not 

help you understand the woman you were, without living through those experiences as she— 
or past you—did. 


“Maybe,” she continues, “where we can start is showing compassion for the woman that you 
were. This may be an opportunity to take advantage of the fact that you do not see her and 
yourself as one in the same. It’s often a difficult thing to have self-compassion—especially in 
the face of real or perceived mistakes. If there is this perceived distance between you and her 
, It might serve you to strive to show her the same compassion that you would a friend, or a 
partner.” 


“Yeah.” Alina nods, slowly. “That...that kind of makes sense.” 
Dr. Cadieux smiles, her teeth a blinding white. “I do that, from time to time.” 
Alina exhales a laugh, heavy with tears. “It’s a start.” 

eae ae 


Alina’s oversized t-shirt clings to her sweat-soaked back, her bump, her chest. Groggy eyes 
blink open, revealing the empty space in bed beside her. 


It’s unusual, given that Aleks has taken to sleeping in on the weekends like she does. It’s out 
of character for him, but she knows he hasn’t been sleeping well—undoubtedly her fault. In 


addition to the apartment remaining a chilly 65 degrees (okay—63 degrees, as of late), Alina 
has been a restless sleep partner as she grows increasingly uncomfortable. If she was a better 
woman, she’d demand he sleep in his own bed again. Cannot bring herself to, in the end; 
waking beside him is too vital a source of comfort. 


She grimaces as she sits up, the damp sheets sticking uncomfortably to her bare legs. No 
wonder Aleks is awake, already out of bed. The air is thick, sticky; certainly not 65 degrees, 
or even 75 degrees. Rather, their apartment seemingly surrendered to the Os Alta heatwave 
that continues to rage outside while they slept. A week of unbearable heat since her baby 
shower that somehow managed to infiltrate her cool sanctuary. 


She stops in front of her floor length mirror, sighs at the image of a woman she doesn’t quite 
recognize. Embrace these changes , she tries to tell herself. Easier said than done, of course. 


And the me now sometimes feels like as much of a stranger as the part of me I cant 
remember, she remembers explaining to Dr. Cadieux. Alina has been more at peace with 
these overlapping versions of herself since beginning therapy, but moments of stark clarity 
remain. Moments when she feels like a stranger in her own skin. Moments that threaten to 
undo her, but that she is learning how to breathe through. 


Aside from her enormous bump protruding beneath the t-shirt, her cheeks are flushed pink 
from the heat and her fly-away hairs are damp with sweat, sticking to her forehead. She 
wrinkles her nose upon daring to sniff her t-shirt. Sighs as she pulls her tangled hair into a 
fresh bun on top of her head and quickly reapplies deodorant, before venturing outside the 
bedroom. As she makes her way down the hallway, Aleks’s voice bounces through the space 
—livid in a way she rarely witnesses, even when dealing with his business. 


“Frankly, I don’t give a damn how busy you are—” A huff. “No—no, tomorrow isn’t 
acceptable. My—” Stutters over his words—whether from anger or uncertainty, she isn’t 
sure. “My partner,” he lands on, “is pregnant. We need the AC, and if you cannot—” Dressed 
in only a pair of black boxer briefs, he glances up at Alina as she walks into the kitchen. 
Sighs at whatever it is the person at the other end of the line says. “Fine—fine, but no later 
than 6 p.m. tonight. Or I’1l have—” 


Aleks stares at the phone with narrow eyes, face taut. “They hung up on me. They fucking 
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He sighs, turning to her as she walks to stand in front of him. Then she gently pries the phone 
from his hand, setting it on the kitchen island next to them. 


She offers a wry smile. “I take it the AC is broken.” 


He purses his lips. “We’ll have to go elsewhere. It’s nearly 80 degrees in here, even with all 
the shades down.” 


“That’s alright—” 


“No—no, it’s not alright, because you’re nearly nine months pregnant, and—” 


“Sasha.” She squeezes his arm. “Really—I’m alright. I’m going to take an incredibly cold 
shower, and then we can just—I don’t know. See a movie or something.” 


He nods, still so clearly simmering with irritation. It isn’t simply that they’re baking in their 
apartment, or even that he’s worried for her—which is certainly admirable. She knows that 
what so deeply bothers him is his inability to fix something for her; yet another obstacle 
seemingly out of his control. 


An echo of his words from months ago, built into an apology, skirts through her mind. /’ve 
felt so out of control. With everything, I just—theres so much I cant fix, but I can fix things 
like where you live. I just needed to feel like I was actually in the driver seat. 


A reminder that she is not the only one struggling as they wade through his strange era. 
Renewed affection for the man bursts open inside her. Renewed desire to soothe his 
discomfort, just as he has done for her in recent months. 


“Really.” She reaches up to guide his face down to hers, fingers in his damp beard. Forces 
him to focus on her, rather than his roiling thoughts. “It’ll be good to get out of the house 
while we can. We’ll be spending enough time here once the baby is born.” 


“Alright.” He covers the hand on his face with his own, pulling it to his lips and pressing a 
chaste kiss to the soft skin of the back of her hand. ““Well—go shower then. You wreak.” 


Alina laughs and swats at him. “Like you’re any better.” 


For a split second, Alina considers asking—no, begging—Aleks to join her in the shower. 
But if they cross such a line, it shouldn’t be when they’re near feverish. 


==00=> 
Aleksander takes Alina to the movies. 


A bad decision ultimately, despite the silky cool air in the dark theater. Feels too much like a 
date—an awkward first date. Bundled with uncertainty, stumbling with hope that threatens to 
fester under a single wrong move. Her hand alone is a forbidden magnet, teasing. As if he 
hasn’t been inside of her already, as if she isn’t carrying his child. 


Surely, he must be dehydrated. He must be on the verge of a heat stroke, to be so impacted by 
sharing a dark room with her. The movie doesn’t help, of course. A black and white french 
film he’d never heard of, but that Alina knew of. All romance and ache; the pleasure pain of 
wanting what one can’t have, and the guilt-laced satisfaction of giving into it anyway. 


They’re both quiet as they exit the theater, accosted by the 100 degree heat and blinding 
sunshine that shatters his sticky desire. It is only 1:43 p.m. 


They go window shopping after that, for an hour or so. But it isn’t long before Alina tires 
from being on her feet; the weaving in and out of AC filled shops and the heat soaked streets 
is wearing on her. 


“Are you hungry?” he asks. 


Alina nods; lethargic, dreamy. He wonders if she too let the movie lure her into base desires 
or if the heat is simply sucking the energy from her, the air itself a relentless parasite. When 
she tells him she has no preference regarding where they go—a rarity, given her strange 
cravings of late that send him to the store past midnight—an idea occurs to him. 


Alina doesn’t question him when he suggests that they go for a drive, that they escape the 
city for the remainder of the afternoon. She watches out the window as they drive past the Os 
Alta city limits and down an open country road, the sun baking the fields stretching out on 
either side of them. Eventually, she rests her head against the warm window of the passenger 
seat and closes her eyes, letting the steady hum of the car lull her to sleep. 


She must be exhausted, he thinks. Poor thing. His baby—he sighs. No, not his baby. Not 
exactly. Not anymore, or perhaps, not yet. But certainly not now, at present. 


Alina yawns, blinking open her eyes shortly before they pass the Welcome to Balakirev sign 
an hour later. 


Aleks has avoided bringing her here for selfish reasons. Even when she asked him to recreate 
shared memories, even when she trusted him to aid in stitching her mind back together in the 
only way he could. He held onto this memory, protected it as his own, because this is where it 
began. Not in his office—not really. The small bed and breakfast in Balakirev; the one with 
the charming bar downstairs built of mahogany and lustful wine red wallpaper, with the airy 
dining room boasting white-framed floor-to-ceiling windows and sage green walls, with the 
gardens and patio in the back that sunk its patrons into the mirage of a fairytale. Most 
importantly, the soft yellow bedroom with the french doors that open to a juliette balcony, 
just wide enough for him to stand on as he blew smoke onto the fairytale below. 


In his office, they had given into each other. They had collapsed into the other’s body, folded 
under the pressure of lust. His office was a slide towards something inevitable, a moment that 
balanced precariously between mistake and indulgence. 


Not this town though. Not this bed and breakfast. 


Three B's was not a slip of lips and a stumble of desire. This is the place it began because this 
is the place where a damning choice was made. 


This is the place where they crossed the line from something they could have come back 
from into something they drove towards with a steadfast, ill-fated determination. The place 
where they swam against instinct, rather than flowing with it. The place where they were not 
scorched by stray sparks, but intentionally held the match to old lives and old partners. 


Perhaps their second time ached with such ferocity because throughout each touch, each 
surrender, they savored it for what they both believed it would be—their last time. But by 
morning, they both understood that just once more would never be enough—no matter how 
they reveled in every kiss, memorized every breath. 


And so this is also the place they left branded with the understanding that they were willing 
to burn down their old lives to the very core. The place where they acknowledged they would 


rather burn everything they knew to ashes than give up a chance at exploring this searing 
connection, born from a single flame. From a single, so-called mistake. 


--00-- 


Alina wakes to the sight of tree-lined streets, streaks of sun piercing shady sidewalks 
populated by dog-walkers and couples pushing strollers. She rubs at her eyes and sits up 
straighter. 


“Where are we?” 
“Balakirev.” 
Alina turns, tilts her head and laughs. “And...why is that?” 


Aleks smiles, eyes trained on the road. “There’s this bed and breakfast on the edge of town. 
I’ve been to its bar and restaurant a few times...I figured we can grab lunch there.” 


Alina eyes him curiously. It crosses her mind—the possibility that he’s been here with her 
before, but she doesn’t want to assume, or even ask. If he wanted her to know, she supposes 
he would share. Although, maybe she doesn’t ask because she isn’t sure it even matters. After 
Fjerda, she doubts that knowingly returning to past haunts will do anything to spark old 
memories. 


“Works for me.” Another yawn. “What’s it called?” 
“Balakirev B & B—or Three Bees, as the locals call it.” 


“Oh, that place...I used to come here with my mom sometimes. But I hardly remember it—I 
was just a girl.” 


He hesitates before nodding. “You’ve mentioned it to me.” 


Alina opens her mouth, prepared to ask if she brought him here. If she’s the reason he’s been 
here before. But for once, she isn’t sure she wants to know. She only wants to spend a 
carefree day with him; unburdened, uncomplicated. 


“A local, huh?” She smiles wider. “Hard to imagine you being a /ocal anywhere in a small 
town.” Pauses. “It...I just realized I don’t even know where you’re from. That’s...kind of 
insane. ” 


“T grew up in Os Alta...not a small town, or anything like that.” Aleks chuckles, although it 
is strained and punctured by hesitancy. “And I...well, I have a special talent for avoiding any 
mention of my childhood or family. That’s all.” 


Alina sits up straighter, seatbelt straining against her chest. “ But it’1l be our family now,” 
she reminds him. 


Her heart chafes at such vulnerable words, but she knows they’re necessary. No matter what 
she and Aleks are to each other, they’ Il always be family because of their daughter. Maybe 


these are things they ought to spend more time discussing. 
He frowns. “I didn’t mean to keep any secrets...we can talk more tonight, if you want.” 


“T didn’t think that you—” She shakes her head, feeling guilty for prying. “I know that—but 
yeah, that would be good, I think.” 


She glances up at the bed and breakfast sign as Aleks slows the car, turning down a long 
gravel driveway. Balakirev Bed & Breakfast is scribbled in a warm cursive, and cartoonish 
bees are painted on the sign, circling the words. Trees lining the driveway cast patches of 
shade over the car until they pull up to a two story building with a wrap-around porch, 
evergreen siding, and oak beams and porch steps. 


The heat bears down on Alina the moment Aleks opens her car door, helping her from the car 
with a steady hand on her back. Sweat trickles from her hairline by the time they walk up the 

steps of the porch, but they are greeted by a woosh of icy air as soon as Aleks opens the front 
door, drawing a sigh from her as he shuffles her inside. They stand in a foyer, an oak staircase 
stretching upwards before them, sky blue paint brightening the small hallway. Aleks leads her 
left towards the restaurant before she can take much of it in. 


She remembers the dining room just barely, from the times she visited with her mother. But 
her gaze is drawn to the arched double doorway at the back of the room instead, that clearly 
leads to a bar. It isn’t a sharp feeling, or anything akin to a spark, that accosts her as Aleks 
speaks to the hostess. Rather, it is a sinking, a drowning. A memory anchored to her feet and 
dragging her beneath the surface, to the cool bottom and through it, to somewhere new 
altogether. 


She leaves Aleks’s side and weaves through the tables of patrons eating. Nothing but ghosts 
on a stage; a setting that isn’t quite solid, nor transparent, as she arrives at the entrance to the 
bar. The heavy weight on her chest, the anchor, morphs into something that pulls. She floats 
to a new surface, beneath a new sky. 


The only way out is through. 


Alina senses him behind her as she steps into the empty bar, as she runs a hand along the 
hunter green velvet upholstery of the mahogany barstool. He is a single stone anchoring her 
to reality as she slips into a dream for the first time. No—not a dream. A memory. 


The creak of the floor beneath his step as he follows her. Always following, always chasing. 
Not something as fleeting as a shadow. He holds her heart in his hands with the consistency, 
with the depth, of the night sky. 


“Alina.” 
She turns around. 


--00-- 


Alina fidgets. Picks at her cuticles, crosses and uncrosses her legs; a somewhat ungraceful 
movement balancing atop the barstool. Spins her wine glass around, and around, and around. 
Stops taking sips when she realizes she drained half of it already. Her head is spinning 
enough as it is. 


She doesn’t glance towards the arched doorway that leads into the restaurant from the bar she 
sits at. She doesn’t steal glances at other patrons, or even at the bartender who probably 
believes Alina is a woman stood up. Of course, if the bartender knew the truth of why she’s 
here, Alina imagines such sympathy would quickly dissolve. 


Guilt flowing through her veins is as persistent as air in her lungs. But there is something 
more too; anticipation that is not pure enough to be hope, but not sharp enough to be fear. 


“Alina.” 


Her heart stutters, skips, ricochets. She wipes damp palms on the skirt of her dress as she 
turns, realizing only now that she didn’t think he would truly come. But here she is, facing 
his definite presence. Facing her consequences, and perhaps, a future she should not choose. 


“Oh, I—hi.” 


Aleks moves to sit next to her at the bar, both of them quiet as he waves over the bartender. 
He orders top shelf whiskey—some brand she does not recognize, has never had the need to 
know—on the rocks. She remembers the shared taste of it on their lips a mere week and a 
half ago. Flushes as his hand wraps around the glass, as he turns to her. 


“Interesting place,” he observes, glancing around the room. 


Alina blushes, sips her wine to save herself from an immediate response. Cliché, she knows, 
to ask him to meet her somewhere outside of the city. Presumptuous—no, tacky, probably— 
to choose a bar with a collection of bedrooms upstairs. An invitation she should not be 
extending. 


“Sorry about the long drive,” she says. “It’s just, I—” Her tongue, a lead stone in her mouth. 
She isn’t ready to voice aloud what they both came here for, no matter how plain as day it is. 
“T remembered this place,” she tells him instead, “from when I was a girl. My mother brought 
me here for lunch a few times...” 


She glances around the bar, eyes fluttering shut in frustration. Why did she choose this place? 
This place that she associates with such innocence—with warm spring air, her mother’s 
laugh, and the clink of teacups. Why did it bring her a twisted satisfaction to paint the 
memory red? Maybe because she feels like that girl now—like a child playing dress up with 
expensive tea cups too fragile for such inexperienced hands. Or maybe because she believes 
that, after what they did, she no longer deserves even the memory of such innocence. 


“Alina.” His voice is too gentle as he turns towards her completely, his knees brushing her 
legs. “Why did you ask me to come here?” 


She asked him to meet her here because even her inner turmoil over what they did cannot 
compete with the charged memory of him moving inside her. Because despite such passion, it 
warmed her more than simple lust. It was intimacy discovered in the most unexpected corner 
of her life. It was a connection, a spark of warmth, before she returned home to a life she 
didn’t realize was without it. But she can’t tell him that. She can hardly admit such things to 
herself. 


“I’m just...” She shakes her head at herself, trying for honesty. “I wanted to...to talk about 
what happened.” 


He swallows a sip of whiskey, avoiding her gaze for a beat too long; it is the exact moment 
she understands he might be as out of his element as she is. 


“To talk about it,” he echoes, finally. “In another town?” 
“I’m sorry, I just—” She shakes her head, moves to stand. “This was a mistake, I’m sorry—” 
He reaches out, grabs her arm—desperately, gently. His touch itself a plea. 


“Please.” Words laced in a vulnerability she has never witnessed from him. “Don’t go. I...1 
want to talk too. I want...” He sighs, releases her. With some hesitance, she sits down on the 
barstool again. “Fuck, Alina. I just—even if we’re only here to talk, I want to stay.” 


She settles back on the barstool and drains the rest of her wine. “And...and did you—did you 
want to do more?” She swallows, unaccustomed to such boldness. “Did you want to do more 
than talk?” 


He turns to her, his pupils swallowing already near black irises. “We shouldn’t...but you 
already know that as well as I do.” 


“I’ve never done this before,” she admits. “I never ...I never thought I...” 


“Tt’s not like I make a habit of it either.” Pauses, looks her in the eye for the first time since 
he arrived. “I know that there are countless reasons I should walk out of here and get back in 
my car, but I’ve never felt this way about anyone.” 


She wonders, absently, if that might be a line. Should assume that it is, if only for her sanity. 
But for reasons she cannot decipher, she finds that she trusts him; a true feat for a woman like 
her. A woman that scarcely trusts even herself. 


He stares at her for a moment longer. Must translate her silence as acceptance, because he 
waves down the bartender to order them another round and tells the man to put all of her 
drinks on his tab. 


Another round finished and Alina’s cheeks are flushed; from the wine, from the way he 
listens so intently as she speaks of her art, of her dream of opening her own online store. 


A third round finished and Aleksander’s eyes gleam; from the whiskey, from the way Alina 
leans closer as he reminisces about the early days of starting his company with his best friend 
Ivan. 


A fourth round finished and a hand on her thigh, a hand over his, as they gloss over the basic 
details of their childhoods; twin tragedies that neither wants to explore tonight. Because 
tonight is the escape, the fantasy, the buttery slip in time where none of that matters. No— 
where none of that even exists. With each other, their demons are only spun tales that they 
can check at the door with their jackets. 


It’s just past eleven when they take note of the emptied bar, of the bartender wiping down the 
other end of it. 


Aleksander drains his whiskey. “Are you...are you alright to drive? I can drive you home, if 
you’d like.” 


Alina cannot help but bite down a smile, raise her brow. “Are you alright to drive?” 
He laughs. “I have an impressive tolerance.” 


“Well...” Alina fiddles with her empty glass, looks down at the bar. “I reserved a room here, 
actually...I didn’t plan on driving home tonight.” 


Aleksander pauses before waving over the bartender, who wordlessly brings the check. 
Alina’s stomach tumbles, breath held as she watches him scribble his signature on the slip of 


paper. 
“Are you...” She trails off, unable to articulate the beast roaring through her. 


Remembers the taste of him, the feel of him inside of her. Remembers the crushing weight of 
not enough lifting beneath his gaze. Remembers the liberation in her pleasure. Remembers, 
remembers, remembers. That’s what it was—a homecoming. A stranger whose soul hers 
recognized, against all odds. A great remembering that there might be more to this life. 


“Do you want me to?” he asks. Do you want me? 
“Yes,” she answers. Desperately. 


Aleksander follows her up the stairs to her room, hand grazing her lower back as she unlocks 
the door. 


Once is a mistake , she thinks. Twice is a betrayal . 


She opens the door anyway, wondering if this decision will damn her or heal her. Wondering 
if there is any overlap between such concepts, as contradictory as they theoretically are. 
There must be—what else could explain the hope and guilt elbowing one another for space in 
her heart? 


The room is small, quaint. A bed and breakfast suite that has been renovated to reflect the 
spaces that Instagram influencers share on their pages, but not so devoid of personality either. 
Walls painted a soft, pale yellow. Warm oak floors and an iron bed frame, its linen blankets 
perfectly wrinkled. Plants make up most of the decor; Alina thinks that if she could live in 
such a place—somewhere warm, somewhere with life brimming, she would. 


Aleksander walks past her, towards the french doors that open onto a juliette balcony. The 
warm summer breeze lifts tendrils of her hair from her shoulders as she makes her way over 
to him, unnerved by the manner in which he is staring into the night. The balcony overlooks 
the garden and patio, but it is empty at this hour. Only bulb lights strung above illuminate the 
inky blots of shadow that blanket the greenery, the flowers, the patio tables. 


Aleksander pulls out a cigarette, glancing at her. 

“Do you mind?” He is already reaching for the lighter in his suit jacket pocket. 
Alina shakes her head. “I didn’t know you smoked.” 

A wry smile. “I don’t, usually. Just...” 

“When you’re stressed?” 

He inhales a drag, and a tail of smoke slips between his lips a moment later. 


“Can I have a hit?” She doesn’t even smoke. Wonders if he can tell by the look he gives her 
—something between disapproval and amusement. 


“Tt’s a terrible habit,” he answers, handing over the cigarette anyways. 
Alina inhales, breathes through her nose so she doesn’t cough. 


There is something relaxing about it, she realizes, although she wonders if it’s because she 
simply has something to do with her hands. After she passes it back, she looks up at the stars. 
So many more than are visible in the city; a nearly full, buttermilk moon anchors them. Out 
here, the sky possesses a clarity the sky in Os Alta cannot. A clarity she cannot grab hold of 
when entrenched in her own life. 


Snippets of a childhood story she hasn’t thought about in years—one she buried with the rest 
of her childhood—slip through the cracks in such clarity, rolling around in her mind. 


Goodnight stars 

Goodnight air 

Goodnight noises everywhere 
“Aleksander...” 


He inhales a deep breath before stubbing out his cigarette on the iron railing and crushing its 
remnants beneath his heel. Alina allows the quiet of her mind, of her soul, to settle as he 
looks at her. Lets the quiet of her heart pull his lips to her own, her hands finding his face as 
she reaches up to kiss him. He gasps into her mouth, reacting immediately, alive again 
beneath her touch. The stars, the air, the noises of the world pausing while they inhale one 
another, while they roar back to life together. 


Aleksander licks into her mouth, pushing her back into the room; he doesn’t bother shutting 
the doors, let alone pulling the curtains. The bed rises to meet Alina’s back, his weight 
immediately upon her as he kisses her senselessly, pushing her further into the bed. When he 
comes up for air, it is sudden, as if her lips scorched him. Still, he doesn’t stray—hovers 
above her instead, his nose trailing her cheek. One hand holds the side of her neck while the 
other grips her hip. 


“T regret it...my office.” Alina’s heart thuds against her ribcage, doubt hooking its fingers 
beneath her joy and yanking, until he adds, “I want to take my time with you.” His lips drag 
across her throat, drawing a whimper. “I want to indulge in you, I want—” 


She swallows his words with a searing kiss, hands pushing at the shoulders of his jacket. He 
sits back on his knees, shrugging it off and tossing it aside before he kisses her again. Starved 
of something essential, as if she provides, rather than steals, the oxygen that sustains his 
heartbeat. Her fingers find his buttons, sloppily clawing at them as he pushes her dress to her 
hips. 


“This can’t happen again.” Breathless, doubt-laced as she finally pushes open his shirt. 


She kisses his cheek, his beard, as he gasps against her already damp skin. She pleas with 
him to argue with such a point in the tremble of her hands as she pushes his dress shirt off. As 
her hands wander beneath his undershirt, drawing a groan from him when her relentless 
fingers drag across his warm flesh. 


“T know,” he answers instead. “I know. But...” 
He lifts up, stares down at her. Pushes her tangled hair from her face. 
But we have tonight , she reads in his reverent eyes. 


She nods, sitting up and turning around so that he can unzip her dress. His movements slow, 
remembering at last his promise of indulgence. The backs of his fingers run up and down her 
bare spine once he unzips her, his lips chasing the drawn pattern. 


“T just want to know you,” he murmurs, when his lips return to her ear. “Even if tonight is the 
beginning and end of it, let me know you.” 


I just want to crawl inside your skin , she thinks. J just want you to make a home of my 
hollowed out heart, because the drafts are cold, the corners too shadowed. 


She nods instead. Leans back against him, giving his lips access to her neck as his hand trails 
down her front. 


“Take it off,” she begs. “I want to feel you. Last time, I didn’t get—I want to feel you.” 


His movements are hurried again, although not ungentle, as he rids her of her dress. When 
she turns around, sitting in her blush lace bra and matching underwear, Aleksander is already 
standing, pulling his undershirt over his head and shucking off his pants. 


Her eyes roam over his form, taking note of the pink blotches in his skin where she already 
marked him. Of the happy trail leading to his black boxer briefs as she strips off his socks. 
Hair mussed, eyes wild. Pieces of humanity in a man she always believed to be unreachable, 
untouchable. How foolish she was, when he is here in the flesh now. When he is crawling 
onto the bed and reigniting something in her battered heart that only something brimming 
with life could. 


His lips pepper kisses down a predetermined trail, from her collarbone to the valley between 
her breasts. From her navel to the band of her underwear, pulling her thighs further apart as 
his lips brush the sensitive skin of her inner thighs. 


“You don’t have to.” The protest is weak, paired with her arching back. 


Alina cannot remember the last time that Mal went down on her. Each time before was 
something that his body communicated was a chore, even though such cruel words were ever 
verbalized. Aleksander licks a strip up her center, over her underwear. Not a man obligated, 
but a man starving. 


“T’ve dreamt of this.” His ragged breath, scorching her lower stomach as he looks up at her, 
fingers already hooking beneath her underwear at her hips. “Let me—please.” 


Alina nods shakily, pulling a pillow beneath her head. She lifts her hips as he pulls her 
underwear off and tosses them aside, staring up at the ceiling and trembling in anticipation. 
His breath against her wet cunt is too intimate, but she finds herself rising to her forearms to 
watch him anyway, just as he hooks his arms beneath her legs to pull her apart. 


His eyes lock with hers as his tongue glides through her swollen folds and pours molten heat 
into her lower belly. Wet pressure as his tongue slips inside of her. Her thighs tense on 
instinct, and he grips her tighter. The tip of his tongue plays with her clit as he sacrifices his 
hold on one of her legs to slip a finger inside of her. 


“Look at me.” 


Alina rises to her forearms again, looking down her body and allowing his gaze to burn into 
her own. His beard is wet with her slick and he holds her gaze as he pushes a second finger 
into her. Something like a whine escapes her, but she forces herself to keep watching his face. 
Only falters when her eyes flicker to where his fingers are rocking into her, watching intently 
as he winds her up. Scorching pleasure in her spine, her cunt throbbing as he twists his 
fingers, strokes against the place inside her that melts her resolve. Cries out as she comes, 
clenching around his fingers and fisting the blanket beneath her. 


“Good girl,” he murmurs, lips against her inner thigh. “Sweet girl, that’s it. Let go—there you 
go. Let go, honey.” 


His words reignite her pleasure, even as her heart stabilizes. Words that cradle her soul in a 
way she didn’t know she craved after years of silently begging for the tenderness he so freely 
gives her now. His lips journey up her stomach, a slow crawl towards madness. Further 
indulgence, stretching a string of sticky moments as far as they can manage without 
snapping. If tonight is all they have, they will stitch it into a pocket of infinity. 


Alina’s cheeks flush when he finally reaches her lips, when she tastes herself on his tongue. 
Slow, unhurried, even as she feels him hard between her legs, straining against his boxer 
briefs. She reaches between them, stroking him over the fabric, drawing a groan from him as 
he breaks their kiss and buries his face in her neck. 


“You sure you want this?” he asks. 
As if it’s still a question. As if there is still a home to return to. 
“T want you,” she whispers. 


He takes her hand in his, threads her fingers through his own. The glint of his ring that he did 
not take off; she runs her finger over the metal, daring to look up at him, only to find him 
intently watching their hands. She doesn’t want him to take it off. Wants to relish in what is 
wrong about this, as much as what is right. If she allows herself to forget their crimes, to box 
them away, then she has no doubt that she will never stop crawling back to this man. Her 
shame is her only shield. 


“Do you have a condom?” she whispers. 
His gaze flickers back to hers, dropping their joined hands. 


Time slows, moments stretching onward into a tangled future. Fluttered breaths, damp skin. 
There is nothing frantic, nothing frenzied, about the way he climbs off of her and retrieves his 
wallet from the dresser. Every step, every breath they share, is painstakingly intentional. 
Every second in this room is the wrong choice made; over, and over, and over again. But she 
is done being good—would rather be cherished instead. Maybe it is naive to believe his view 
of her is anything of the sort, but she doesn’t know how else to read the heavy look in his 
eyes as he strips off his boxer briefs and looks up at her. 


There is a shadow of pain to his movements, as he slowly strokes himself and sits down on 
the bed beside her. As if he is sacrificing his body to her—for what greater purpose, she does 
not know. She dares to trace the pattern of moles across his back as he rolls the condom on, 
storing memories of him for the moments she knows she will need them; secrets indulged in 
when nightmares shut her out from sleep, as Mal lays still beside her. 


She spreads her legs for him as he crawls over her, hand running up her thigh, gripping her; 
ensuring this is not a fantasy—or at least, that it is one rooted in reality. Chests heaving, he 
leans down to kiss her; a featherlite brush of his lips against hers before he rises and sweeps 
her hair away from her face. 


“You're beautiful.” 
She rolls her eyes, pulling him down for another kiss, but he resists. 
“T mean it,” he insists. “You just...” 


He shakes his head, distracts them both with a deep kiss as she feels him nudge her entrance. 
He runs his cock through her folds, wet from his tongue and the desire he bled from her. She 


whimpers when he runs the tip of his cock over her clit, and her legs tighten around his waist 
when he pushes into her at last. Runs his nose along her jawline as he fills her, her fingers 
pressing bruises into his biceps. 


How can one person make her head so empty and her heart so full? 
How can she feel light as air and like she holds the Earth in her palm at once? 
His thrusts are slow and even; she revels in it. 


Sinks deeper into bliss with every roll of his hips, with the way her body makes room for his. 
The way he presses into parts of her she never recognized as his lips alternate between her 
own and the damp, sensitive skin of her throat. The breeze from the balcony, the fan 
overhead, do little to soothe their heated bodies as they climb higher. The world outside is 
still as he stokes a fire that she knows will burn her to ashes. 


But if this is sordid ruination, why does it feel like salvation? 


“Come for me, sweetheart,” he murmurs, lips brushing her ear. Words on the verge of 
begging—unnatural on the tongue of such a powerful man. “Let me feel you.” 


Aleksander rises, hands on either side of her face for leverage as he stares down at her and 
thrusts into her at a punishing pace. She throws her head back in a moan, letting him sweep 
her body downstream without resistance. His fingers find her clit and she squeezes her eyes 
shut, afraid of the pleasure he weaves. Afraid of what this man will do to her. Of what she 
will do to herself just to hold onto him. 


“Look at me.” 


She opens her eyes to his dark gaze bearing down on her. Determination that she sees from 
her boss at work. Something far less tender than mere moments ago. Some descendent of 
anger. Resentment at agitating such hunger inside him. For being something so beyond the 
power of his self-preservation. 


Alina pulls him down and bites down on his bottom lip. Does he believe he is the only one so 
bereaved at facing the image of temptation? The only one whose pleasure 1s wrapped in the 
definitive pain of what is to come? 


He rubs her clit harder, his free hand squeezing the thigh wrapped around his waist. She falls 
with a gasp, a mewling whine in a language spoken not by tongue, but by lungs. Clings to 
him as he slams into her, as she squeezes him. Until finally—a groan against her mouth, his 
tense form melting into her as he finishes. Their shared labored breath; the ravaged aftermath 
of their choices as the smoke clears. 


To her surprise, he kisses her. Still inside of her, his tongue traces her lips until she opens for 
him, the shadow of tenderness returning to his movements. 


What have I done? 


She kisses him back, tasting him with barely restrained eagerness. Her hands roam across his 
back as she holds him tight against her. 


What am I going to do? 


A small eternity must pass before he rises, slips out of her. Time too fragile to measure such 
breaths as he walks across the room and disposes of the condom. Slowly, her limbs resisting 
of movement, Alina grabs a throw blanket from the bottom of the bed and wraps it around 
herself. He sits down on the edge of the bed next to her as she pulls the blanket tighter around 
her. As if she can still protect herself from him. 


When he turns to look at her over his shoulder, she witnesses a man broken. A soldier 
battered and bruised. She prepares herself for the inevitable speech—the one, she too, already 
memorized. 


This is the last time. This cannot happen again. 

“Alina,” he says instead. “Don’t make me say goodbye to you.” 
--00-+ 

“Alina.” 


Alina turns around, faced with Aleks standing at the doorway into the bar from the 
restaurant. 


His lips twist into a hesitant smile. “A little early for a drink, isn’t it?” 


She reads the uncertainty in his eyes. The question. For reasons she doesn’t understand—or 
maybe for the same reason he didn’t want to tell her what this place means to them—she 
doesn’t mention the onslaught of memories that just resurfaced. The clearest memory since 
she woke, and only the second memory regained at all. 


She’1] tell him soon, but she needs to process it first. Needs a moment when it belongs to no 
one but herself. 


“Yeah, I just...” She shakes her head, forces a poor excuse for a laugh. 
“They have a table ready.” 


“Ts this lunch or dinner?” she asks, following him back to the hostess stand. ““There’s an early 
bird dinner joke in here somewhere, old man,” she teases, squeezing his arm. 


He gives her a pointed look as they follow the hostess to a table by the window, some of the 
tension slipping from them. “We can always wait, if you’re not hungry.” 


Alina frowns, glaring at him over the menu as she opens it. She knows that he heard her 
growling stomach on the drive here. “This is fine.” 


He smirks. “Thought so.” 


They both eat chilled cucumber soup and strawberry chicken salads, sprinkled with pecans 
and goat cheese. Aleks pushes water towards Alina throughout the meal —you need to stay 
hydrated , he reminds her—until she eventually snaps at him to knock it off. When he notices 
her eyeing the slice of coconut cake at the table next to hers, he orders them each a slice, well 
aware that she has no desire to share these days. 


“Thank you,” she tells him, gathering a last bite of frosting onto her spoon. “For today, I 
mean. Maybe it was meant to be with the AC, because it was nice to just...enjoy the day 
without worrying about anything else.” 


Between finishing up work projects in preparation for maternity leave, prepping the 
apartment for the baby’s arrival, and the exhaustive amount of emotional labor she continues 
to wade through in therapy, it’s been a long time since she enjoyed a carefree day. 


He smiles, nods. Uncomfortable with genuine thanks that isn’t business adjacent schmoozing 
by those below him, but it fills her with affection for him all the more. 


“Even so...the AC better be fixed by the time we return.” He pauses, pulls out his wallet and 
leaves it on the table. “In fact—grab the check when she comes by, please. III call and see if 
they have an update on it.” 


Alina nods, smiles as he walks out of the dining room. She’s less bothered by the ordeal than 
he is, although she can admit she doesn’t love the idea of returning to an 80 degree apartment 
when she’s already so uncomfortable these days. 


By the time Alina pays—happy to split it between their cards when he isn’t here to protest it 
—he still hasn’t returned. She finds him on the porch, arguing on the phone with someone. 
His brow is furrowed, face red—more from frustration than the heat, she thinks—when he 
notices her presence. The heat is oppressive within minutes, the humidity thick. She raises 
her brow at him in a silent question as she hands him his wallet back, but he only grimaces as 
he slides it into the back pocket of his navy slacks. 


“Fine,” he snaps, not waiting for a response on the other end of the line before hanging up. 


“You know, it’s probably not their fault,” Alina gently reminds him. “This is probably 
happening to a lot of people right now.” 


Aleks isn’t one to show any outward frustration in dealings like this or towards any 
employees or service workers, so she can only guess that worry for her own wellbeing is 
driving his irritation. Frustration at his inability to fix a situation for her . 


“It won’t be repaired tonight,” he tells her, hands on his hips. “So—” 


“Why don’t we see if they have a room available here?” The memories of their night together 
are still swimming through her veins, but she suppresses a shiver. “It’s kind of nice being out 
of the city...like a mini vacation, before the baby is born.” 


An unspoken question flashes in his eyes before he quickly masks it. “Alright...alright, that 
should be fine.” 


They do have a room available—the last one, in fact, in their first stroke of luck today. Alina 
is both disappointed and relieved to discover that it isn’t the same one from her memories, 
although it also boasts a juliette balcony that overlooks the gardens and patio behind the 
building. The balcony doors remain closed today and the AC is already running, a constant 
hum in the room. This room boasts terracotta colored walls and desert modern decor. 


She lays down on the bed as Aleks uses the bathroom, drifting off before he returns. By the 
time she wakes, it’s nearly 6 p.m. and Aleks is engaging with work emails of some sort on his 
phone, sitting on the bed beside her. They decide to take another drive to pick up some sleep 
clothing, toothbrushes, and a pint of mint chocolate chip icecream for the minifridge—her 
craving of choice lately. 


When they return, they take turns showering before ordering a spread of food delivered to the 
room—fruits and cheeses, mouthwatering sliders with swiss cheese and bacon jam, and 
sparkling grape juice. By the time 9 p.m. rolls around, Alina is full and satisfied—both in 
heart and body. She lies on the bed in the oversized t-shirt they bought, hair still damp from 
the shower, as Aleks leaves their plates outside their room in the hallway. 


She is lost in the memory again, as he lays down next to her. Plays it like a film over and over 
again in her head, trying to untangle her memories—trying to gleam what it is she feels about 
it. Trying to discern whether there is a more clear emotion beneath overwhelmed that the 
memory unearthed. 


She turns on her side, mirroring him. His hand rests on her bump between them. 
“T remembered,” she says quietly. “About here.” 


A testament to how well Aleks knows her—how much he truly does see her—that he doesn’t 
seem surprised. “I wondered,” he admits. 


“Ts that why you brought me here?” She isn’t upset. Simply curious. 
“In part, I guess.” 
“But you didn’t before...not even when I asked you to try to recreate our memories.” 


“T guess...I guess I wanted to keep this memory close.” He furrows his brow, stares at his 
hand before his eyes flicker back to her face. “I’m sorry if that was wrong, I—” 


Alina shakes her head, reassuring him with her hand over his. 


“Here, in this place,” he continues, “it’s where we solidified our choices—wrong choices, 
many would say. I was afraid, I guess, that that’s how you would view such memories—as 
mistakes. But wrong or not, it was never a mistake to me, Alina. You were never a mistake to 
me. But without your memories of our relationship, I was afraid you would see this place— 
that night—as a mistake. I didn’t want you to regard a memory I’ve coveted so closely as 
something ugly.” 


Alina swallows around the knot in her throat. “I know how I saw us when I first found out 
about us...I know that it must have seemed that way. But I don’t think there’s anything ugly 
about us anymore—and I didn’t need this memory to understand that.” 


She pauses, squeezes his hand. 


“And you do know me now...every corner of me, if feels like,” she tells him, a call back to 
his plea from a year ago. “And...and I don’t want you to ever say goodbye.” 


His breath catches as he inhales, threading his fingers through hers and shifting closer. He 
doesn’t cross that line—won’t unless she asks for it, she knows. But he nuzzles his lips to her 
temple, offers a chaste kiss. Envelopes her in a different color of intimacy than the one they 
originally discovered in this place. 


“T don’t want to live in the past,” she murmurs. “Or even...or even dwell on it tonight.” 
Aleks pulls away, but their hands remain tangled. 


“In fact...there’s still so much to talk about regarding our future,” she continues, 
remembering their conversation in the car. “I know...I know with us, we’re taking things 
slow. But no matter what happens between us, we’re going to be family. And for all you 
know of me—from what I told you before, and since I woke up from the accident—I barely 
know anything of your own family.” 


At his shuttered expression, Alina quickly clarifies, “we don’t have to talk about that, if you 
don’t want to. I only mean...I only mean I want us to be on the same page regarding how 
we’re going to raise our daughter.” 


A beat of silence flutters between them before he shifts, drawing his hand back and holding 
his head up with it, his elbow against the pillows. 


“Whether or not I want to talk about my family, I should,” he concedes. “In truth, I didn’t 
share much—even before. But...you’re right. We should know where we come from before 
we face parenthood together.” 


Alina nods, patiently waiting for him to continue. 


“My mother is still alive, but we’re estranged. We haven’t spoken in years...in more than a 
decade. My father left when I was young—about six or so. He blamed it on my mother, said 
he couldn’t live with her. For a long time, I blamed only her for him leaving. After all, 
nothing he said was necessarily untrue. She was controlling, and paranoid about his 
whereabouts at all times. It took me a long time to understand that he might have had a part 
in shaping her into that woman. He wasn’t a good man. But more than that, it took me a long 
time to understand that even if he felt he needed to leave my mother, no parent should leave 
behind their child. He left me too, even though he didn’t have to.” 


Aleks speaks in a calm and measured tone. She wonders, if like herself, he feels a certain 
detachment to his childhood. Wonders if such an approach is necessary for his sanity, for his 
heart. 


“She got worse, after that,” he continues. “I think she saw me in him. Resented me for that, 
and resented me for holding her back from moving on from him. I built my first startup at 
sixteen, and used the funds from its sale for university. Once I left home...I didn’t really look 
back. For the first few years, we spent the holidays together. Called each other on birthdays. 
But eventually, that stopped too. The fact that she didn’t exactly come chasing after me when 
I stopped calling...I don’t think she wants a relationship anymore than I do.” 


Alina reaches out, runs her hand up his arm. Understands why he does see her so clearly now, 
understands why their connection was so immediate. Understands with startling clarity that 
he is intimate with the same shades of loneliness as she is. He must have spent years 
questioning, too, why those who were supposed to love them unconditionally could not find 
it in themselves to love him at all. She understands why they both showed up at the bar 
downstairs, one year ago. Two lost hearts, seeking fulfillment in the right place at the wrong 
time. 


“Thank you for telling me,” she murmurs. 


He nods. “I’m telling you because I want to assure you that our daughter will never feel the 
way that we both have. No matter what happens between us, she’!l never feel as if she 
doesn’t belong with both of us.” 


Alina smiles. “Maybe we have less to talk about than I thought.” She pauses to narrow her 
eyes at him. “Although, we are not spoiling her.” 


He smirks. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
Alina exhales a laugh. “That’s going to be an uphill battle with you, isn’t it?” 


“There are worse arguments to be had.” He reaches out to run a hand up her bump again. 
“You know...something we really do need to discuss is names. We’re getting close now.” 


“Well what if we meet her, and then don’t like the name we chose?” 
“Well we should at least narrow it down to a handful,” he argues, exasperated. 


Much like everything else with the baby, Aleks doesn’t seem capable of not planning 
everything to perfection. Crossing every T and dotting every I, nevermind the fact that Alina 
is fairly sure that parenthood will not allow for such plans to pass without obstacles. 


“T thought we already had.” 

“Well maybe we should narrow it down to just two.” 
“Three,” 

Alina smiles. “If you say so.” 


“C’mere.” He laughs, rolling her onto her opposite side so he can spoon her, his hand landing 
on her bump again. He nuzzles his face in her hair, inhales. 


“You know you’re going to be an amazing father, don’t you?” she asks, quietly. “I don’t have 
a single doubt. But...you don’t need to be perfect to be amazing.” 


He only hums in response. She isn’t sure if she reached him, but she doesn’t want to push 
him further on it tonight either. 


“My memory of us here for the first time...it was so vivid,” she murmurs, despite having told 
him she doesn’t want to talk about it. But it’s difficult not to dwell on it with her entire body 
singing from his touch, from the warmth of him pressed against her now. 


He tenses against her and her eyes flutter closed, heat throbbing in her lower belly at the 
thought of it. He remains quiet for far too long. 


“We shouldn’t,” he answers, finally. She knows he’s right, but she’s surprised it’s him 
reminding them. “God knows I want to, but—” 


“T know.” 


“If we...if that happens, I want it to be something you choose with certainty. Not something 
you choose when you’re processing a new memory. I want...I want you to choose us.” 


Alina’s inhale shudders. She squeezes his hand, settling against him. “I know.” 


The irony is that this is the moment she feels it with such certainty, with such damning clarity 
—the three words that she has not so much as uttered aloud to him, let alone admit to herself. 
The feeling that glows inside her for him and only him. 


It scares her...enough that she cannot imagine voicing the words to him now. But she is 
certain of the feeling that has settled in her heart. So certain of it, that she has never felt closer 
to the ghost, to the woman she cannot remember. Because on some level, somehow, she is 
certain that woman felt the same as she does now—full of love, but lacking the courage to 
voice it. 


--00-- 


“T know it...I know I love him,” she repeats, the feeling more fierce every time she voices it 
aloud. Even if it is just to her therapist. 


Dr. Cadieux waits, a delicate smile blooming on her heart-shaped face. “But you haven’t told 
him yet?” 


Alina shakes her head, fidgets and picks at her nails. 

“Why do you think that is?” 

Alina takes a breath. ““Well—it scares me. I feel...I feel sort of panicked thinking about it.” 
She tilts her head at Alina. “What about it makes you feel panicked?” 


Alina pauses to truly consider the why as she bites down on her bottom lip. 


“Because...because it’s another thing I have to live up to, I guess, if I completely commit to 
us in that way. Like...it’s another thing I need to strive for...to be good enough for.” 


“Something you don’t feel worthy of right now?” Dr. Cadieux clarifies. 
Alina nods, swallowing tears. 


“Ts it possible this is bringing up feelings about your parents?” she asks. “About not feeling 
enough for them?” 


Alina nods. “I just...it didn’t feel this way with Mal. I told him I loved him, but...maybe 
because I loved him as family first. Maybe it was because I was never truly in love with him, 
even though I thought I was. It was something that sort of just...happened, in time. Aleks 
feels...Aleks feels like a free fall.” 


“Well, Alina...as we’ve talked about before, you don’t need perfect excuses to be human, to 
make mistakes. And in that same vein, you don’t need to be perfect to love and be loved. In 
fact...what is it that you were telling me earlier, about your concerns with Aleks’s approach 
to parenthood?” 


Alina knows Dr. Cadieux remembers clearly enough, but she repeats it anyway. “That...that 
I’m afraid he’ll be too hard on himself. That I’m afraid he believes he needs to be a perfect 
father to be a good father. Which, of course, isn’t true.” 


Dr. Cadieux hums. “You give others so much more grace than you give yourself. Do you 
notice that?” 


Alina’s heart races as she thinks about the similarities that she never could tie together on her 
own. The way Aleks’s love for her seems so unconditional despite all she’s done, despite that 
her father’s love was not. The way that she could never understand that, even though she 
loves Aleks in the same unconditional, exhaustive way as he loves her. 


“You deserve to receive the same love that you give to others,” Dr. Cadieux continues. “No 
matter your past, no matter your mistakes. No matter the insufficient ways that other people 
may have loved you—which speak to who they are, but not to who you are.” 


For so long, she wished that Mal had done her wrong. That he committed some greater 
betrayal than failing to love her in the way she needed, so that her own actions could 
somehow be justified. But the reality is, as Dr. Cadieux has emphasized over their weeks 
together, she simply made a mistake. A mistake that does not need moral justification, or the 
perfect excuse. A mistake that she certainly does not get a free pass for, but that does not 
make her a monster either. A mistake that does not make her undeserving of love by Aleks or 
anyone else in her life. 


No amount of perfection could have convinced her father to stay, could have convinced her 
foster families to keep her, could have made Mal truly see her as she is. There is nothing 
more to reach for, that needs to be accomplished, to earn Aleks’s love. Just as...just as she 
knows with primal certainty that there is nothing her daughter needs to be or accomplish to 


earn their love. It seems more simple than she ever could have imagined, when she views it 
through such a lens. 


“T think...I think I understand that now.” Dr. Cadieux smiles warmly, as Alina continues. 
“And for so long, I’ve been trying to live up to the version of myself I knew that Aleks once 
loved, but...I think I finally realized that I don’t want to be her at all, let alone live up to her.” 


The ghost Alina put on a pedestal was not something to strive for at all, but rather someone 
that Alina has outgrown in the months since her accident. Someone to shed, like an old skin. 
Someone who could learn something from the woman that Alina is now. That ghost of a 
woman was the one afraid of love—the one who didn’t tell the man she loved that she loved 
him until it was too late. The woman that, as Aleks pointed out, always had one foot out the 
door. 


That woman was driven by loneliness. A loneliness Alina has sympathy for, but a sharp and 
bitter loneliness that she can no longer relate to. It was this loneliness that drew her to Aleks, 
she realizes now—something she will always be grateful for, but something she no longer has 
the space in her heart for. Loneliness that began with the loss of her parents, that grew when 
she tried to make Mal fit with her in a way he never did, never would. Loneliness as she 
waded through a new career in the corporate world, trying to live up to the people in a strange 
and unfamiliar world. 


Aleksander did not fix her, but he did recognize such a loneliness in her and made her feel 
less alone because of it. He did not fix her, but he answered a question that she didn’t yet 
have the language to ask, mending something inside of her in the process. 


The loss of her memories feel less important now, in the face of a life that does not ache with 
such loneliness. She has built close friendships with the same people she once felt 
intimidated by. And for months, she has had Aleks by her side, through thick and thin. 


No—she no longer wants to live up to the woman she once was. The woman too afraid of 
leaving Mal, the woman too afraid of giving Aleks her full heart, no matter how strong her 
feelings were. That woman existed amidst a landscape of fear and insecurity that Alina has 
no desire to abide by. Alina may be far from perfect, but she unearthed a courage she thought 
she lost long ago. She may be far from fearless, but she feels strong enough to love with 
abandon for the first time—no matter those fears. 


“Our time is up today,” Dr. Cadieux tells her, gently. “But before we meet again, I want you 
to think about what it would mean to be honest with Aleksander about your feelings. What it 
might mean to be vulnerable with him.” 


Alina shakes her head. “I don’t need to think about it. I want to tell him—lI want to tell him 
today.” 


--00-- 


Aleks rubs at his eyes as he stares at the screen. 


He’s working late tonight and hired a car to bring Alina to therapy so that he can get as much 
work done as possible before the baby is born. It’s only 6 p.m. but it feels so much later— 
he’s gotten too used to leaving work shortly after 4 p.m. with Alina, even though in the days 
before her, he would often be here as late as 8 p.m. It was more for the distraction, than 
necessity, of course. Distraction from his crumbling marriage and the empty shell his life had 
become. 


He startles at the knock on his door. Genya and most of his employees have gone home for 
the day. 


“Come in,” he calls, reaching for the gun he keeps beneath his desk. He doesn’t exactly deal 
in anything illegal with his company, but he is not naive about the depth of business rivalries 
in Os Alta. 


When Malyen Oretsev walks in, his hand falters, unable to discern whether the ex-boyfriend 
of the mother of his child should be defined as a threat. He lets go, after a beat. 


“Can I help you?” he asks, striving to keep his voice measured. 
“Do you know who I am?” 


Of course I do. I stalked your every social media account when I was fucking your girlfriend, 
and did so again weeks ago when you walked back into her life. 


“No.” 
“I’m Mal...Alina’s ex. You know—the man she was in while you were fucking her.” 


Aleks sits back in his chair, remaining calm as he folds his fingers over his chest. He’ Il have 
to have a chat with the so-called 24 hour security at the front desk in the morning. 


“And what can I do for you?” Polite, but not bothered to bullshit around small talk either. 
“Td like to speak to Alina—” 
“That’s Alina’s choice, not mine.” 


“but she blocked my number when I didn’t answer her calls for over a week. It was...it 
was a mistake, but I was in shock. I needed time.” His face hardens. “She had just told me 
about you.” 


He swallows his pride, his defensiveness, and most of all, his jealousy. He swallows the 
images that invaded his sanity as he waited for Alina to return from coffee with Mal all those 
weeks ago—the images of another man fucking the love of his life, the woman carrying his 
child. 


“I’m sorry.” He isn’t being facetious either, despite his brewing insecurities. “Truly. We both 
should have been honest with the people in our lives, and I know Alina regrets that the same 
as I do.” 


“Save it.” 

“You don’t have to believe me, but it’s the truth.” 

“T should knock your face in right now.” 

“It would be within your right to—I wouldn’t stop you.” 


Malyen tenses and for a moment, Aleks believes he might just take him up on it. They both 
know that Aleks would certainly deserve it. But Aleks suspects they both love Alina too 
much to tear each other to pieces over her. 


“Just tell her that I forgive her, and that I’m sorry it took me so long.” The other man inhales 
a deep breath. “Tell her I meant what I said—every word—and that my offer still stands.” 


Aleks freezes. ““What offer?’’ 


The triumphant expression Malyen wears makes Aleks want to surrender every modicum of 
decorum and knock the life out of the boy. “If she didn’t tell you, then she’s probably still 
considering it.” 


Aleks clenches his jaw, balls his hand into a fist beneath the desk. “And again...what offer 
would that be?” 


“T told her I want a second chance. That I forgive her for this... mistake with you. That I 
would love her baby as my own, and take her back.” 


“My baby already has a father.” His words are exhaled in a near growl. 
Mal puts his hands up in defense, seemingly genuine as the smirk slips from his face. 


“I’m not trying to step on your toes there, really. My point is, I still love Alina. I know I’m 
better for her. I know her in a way you never will, no matter the lust she’s mistaking for 
love.” He takes a step back. “Anyway, I'll find a way to reach her, if I don’t hear from her. 
But I guess it’s best you heard it from me first anyway.” 


The man—no, boy— walks out of his office without another word, leaving Aleks reeling. 


Is it possible that Alina isn’t opposed to such an offer? She never mentioned it to him—didn’t 
say much at all about her conversation with Mal other than the fact Mal was understandably 
upset. Maybe Aleks’s fears about her reasoning for not telling Mal about the affair to begin 
with—about her inability to run back to Mal if Mal knew the truth—were all too true. 


Desperation runs through him like a current. They’re on the cusp of something , he knows. 
Above all, they’re a family. His heart squeezes in his chest at the thought of Alina returning 
to Mal. At the thought of Alina dropping off their daughter for weekends with him, before 
returning to a home she shares with her first love. Nausea courses through him and he leans 
forward on his desk, burying his face in his hands. 


He could not tell her, of course. The option dangles before his conscious, ruthless in its 
temptation. He is the man who never let a single obstacle stand in the way of what he wants 
—it’s why his company enjoys the success it does. He could never tell her, orchestrate a way 
to ensure that Mal never does reach her. Pay him off, even. Despite the boy’s supposed 
devotion, he finds it hard to believe he can’t be bought for the right price. But even as such 
options run through his mind, he knows he can’t. He isn’t the same ruthless, stubborn man he 
once was. 


In the past year, Alina taught him patience. Taught him that love is given, not taken. Above 
all, she taught him that there is no love without trust. Without her memories, Alina has been 
forced to put a trust in him that no one in his life ever has. That trust has been a gift and the 
manipulation he’s considering would destroy it—even if she never did find out. It would 
destroy all the parts of him that she might fall in love with still. 


His heart is in his throat as he drives home. As he contemplates a life that doesn’t lead to 
Alina occupying his home and his heart. He sees it so clearly ahead of him, this fork in the 
road. But he loves her too much to pretend that such a decision 1s anyone’s but hers. 


==00== 
Alina takes an Uber home instead of calling Aleks. 


Her entire soul is bouncing with anticipation, but to her surprise, there is no dread beneath it. 
Only a frenzy of desire and devotion. Love. She loves him and needs to make sure he knows 
it. She’s going to show him with every word in her vocabulary and every press of her body to 
his. 


But she wouldn’t haven been able to contain herself if she faced him in the car, and she 
doesn’t want this conversation to happen in a car—least of all because she definitely wants a 
bed in close proximity. 


When she walks into the apartment, Aleks immediately stands from the coach. She expects 
him to chastise her for not calling him to pick her up, but he stands quietly, fluttering with 
nearly imperceptible nerves. She doesn’t let it stop her, taking a few strides toward him 
instead. 


“T have to tell you something.” She’s unable to dampen her smile, certain that she’s beaming. 
This new light inside her is as blinding as it is warm. 


“Me too.” 
“Okay, but, let me go first, because—” 
“T think it’s best I go first,” he interrupts, speaking slowly. 


Her brow furrows, fresh anxiety brewing in her as she takes in his odd expression for the first 
time. But she hardly has time to dwell on it before she feels wetness pool between her legs, 
dripping down her thighs beneath her sundress and spilling onto the hardwood floor. 


“Alina, today at the office, I—” 

“Aleks.” 

“Just—I know you have something to tell me, but I think it’s best I go first. I—” 
“Aleks.” 

Finally, he pauses long enough to read the alarm on her face. “What is it?” 


“T think my water just broke.” 


Chapter End Notes 
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Alina stands in the eye of the storm; static, shocked, as the father of her child circles her in a 
blur. A jagged contraction rips through the haze and she grimaces, realizing the stomach 
pains pestering her throughout her ride home were not simply evidence of apprehension, of 
buzzing nerves. 


“Alina.” 


She looks up, finds him standing in front of her. Bitter coffee eyes gleaming with 
anticipation. A concerned frown when she doesn’t respond. 


She glances at the bag in his hand instead—oh, right. That bag. The one for the hospital that 
made a home for itself in the corner of the nursery. Long enough for Alina to mistake it for a 
permanent piece of room decor. 


“Yeah?” she squeaks. 
“We have to go.” Brow furrowed, as he cups her cheek. “Are you alright?” 


Nods weakly, swallows and breathes through her nose as Aleks guides her down to the 
garage and into the car. When he drives onto the main road, he reaches for her hand, squeezes 
it. Still, she doesn’t speak until they’re halfway to the hospital. 


“I’m not ready.” Panic swells in her chest. 


All her talk of bravery at her therapy session a mere hour ago, but she feels as if such 
sentiments are passing her by faster than the buildings outside the passenger seat window. To 
bear her heart to this man is one thing, but to be responsible for another life? Her parents 
failed to the most spectacular degree. What makes her think she can do any better? 


Another squeeze of her hand, as he glances at her out of the corner of her eye. “You are.” 


“No, V’m—” 


“Then we are.” His gaze darts from the road, intense when he slows at a red light. “You’re 
going to be an incredible mom—I know it with everything in my soul. And in those 
inevitable moments of parenthood that fall short of incredible? I'll be with you every step of 
the way, every breath . Do you understand?” 


Alina glances at the light as it turns to green, nodding at it. His eyes return to the road, but he 
squeezes her hand again. “I asked if you understand me.” 


The command lacing his words reminds her of how he speaks to her in the bedroom. How he 
strips her overanxious thoughts from her mind and coddles her heart. She needs that now 
more than ever. 


“Yes, Daddy,” she dares to respond, undeniably breathless. “I understand.” 


Watches his responding smile as he focuses on the road. As his hand untangles from her own 
and lands on her thigh; protective, nurturing. Holds her when her next round of contractions 
draws a groan from her. 


“Good girl.” He inhales sharply. ““We’re almost there.” 


She knows that he means they’re almost to the hospital, but his words run deeper. We ’re 
almost there . Because they are, aren’t they? Despite so much remaining unsaid between 
them, she feels herself relax into his touch. She’! tell him how she feels. They’!] embark on 
this second chance—the one she finally feels they truly deserve. They’ Il raise their daughter 
together, side by side. 


Aleks is right. We are ready . They’re ready for all of it. 
--0O0-- 


It only takes about fifteen minutes from their arrival at the hospital to settle into the private 
room Aleks arranged. If there’s one thing he has no qualms about throwing money at, it’s 
Alina’s comfort during the birth of their child. He’s fairly certain that the extra donation he 
made to the hospital is directly responsible for the constant attention they receive from their 
doctor and the on-duty nurses over the next two hours, but if Alina minds or even notices, she 
doesn’t say. 


“Already at eight centimeters,” the doctor observes, hours later. “Things are moving quickly 
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now. 


Aleks runs his hand over Alina’s head, her hair damp with sweat. Still panting from her latest 
round of contractions, her white knuckled grip on his wrist remains tight. 


“Quickly?” she questions in disbelief 


The doctor responds with an amused smile, tucking an escaped strand of hair behind her ear. 
“Some women are in labor for more than 24 hours—luckily for you, that shouldn’t be the 
case.” 


Alina’s glare at the word /uckily wipes the smile from the doctor’s face. 


“Thank you,” Aleks answers, before Alina can let loose any of the expletives he witnessed 
spill from her during her last round of contractions (words he’s never heard out of her mouth 
before). 


It’s strange, he thinks—playing the role of the calm one. He only now realizes how often 
Alina soothes his rough edges in the presence of others, her bright personality a balm to his 
lesser instincts. 


When the doctor leaves, he sits back down in the chair next to her bed and runs a hand up her 
arm. 


“Do you need anything?” 
She shakes her head, but a beat later, throws the blanket off. “I need to walk.” 


Aleks follows her as she paces the room, giving her the space he instinctively knows she 
needs, but remaining close. When another round of contractions washes over her, she clings 
to him, expression screwed tight as she curses. 


“You're alright,” he soothes. “You’re doing great.” 


“We don’t even have a name yet.” Breathless, she returns to the bed and sits down at the edge 
of it. “That’s absurd—why don’t we have a name yet?” 


“Well...” he starts—hesitantly, gently, “we decided to meet her before we decide on a name 
—right?” 


We , he thinks, is an important distinction here. No matter that it’s not necessarily a true one. 


“Well that was a terrible idea.” She huffs, hand landing on her bump. “Why didn’t you stop 
me?” 


Aleks attempts to school his expression into something neutral, betraying none of the 
amusement he feels—not at her distress, but at the concept of stopping Alina from anything 
she sets her mind to. 


He sits down on the bed next to her. “Well, let’s decide on one now, then.” 


To his alarm, her face crumples, tears streaking her flushed cheeks. “But I don’t know which 
one is her name.” 


He exhales something like a laugh, pulling her head down to his shoulder. 


“C’mere, sweetheart,” he soothes. Her tears splash onto his shirt, warm and damp, as he runs 
his fingers along her scalp. “Don’t worry yourself about that—you had it right the first time. 
We'll talk about it when we meet her—and we don’t have to decide right away. No one is 
going to come in here with a gun to our heads in one hand and her birth certificate in the 
other.” 


To his relief, she snorts a laugh. It is short-lived relief though; her next round of contractions 
takes them both by surprise. 


“Of, fuck ,” she moans. 


He stands in front of her, letting her grip his shirt as her face drops to his chest in sheer 
exhaustion. When they pass, he helps her into bed again. 


“What did you want to tell me?” Breathless again as she looks up at him, her head falling 
onto the pillows. “Before my water broke.” 


He freezes. Their impending conversation dissolved the moment he realized their daughter 
was coming. It’s only at this moment he remembers she wanted to say something too— 
something that made her beam, smiling ear-to-ear. Something he might even anticipate, 
something he so desperately hopes for, but that he won’t allow her to say aloud before she 
understands all her options. 


“Tt isn’t important right now.” 
She furrows her brow, worry etched into her frown. “If it’s...1f it isn’t good—” 
He forces a smile, weighed down by anticipatory grief. 


“Not bad,” he assures her. Because it might not be—not for her anyway. If that’s what she 
wants— who she wants. “Really—we’ll talk another time. All that matter right now is us— 
our family, okay?” 


He squeezes her hand; his grip is nearly as tight as hers was during her contractions. A 
different shade of pain driving it, but a bone-deep ache all the same. 


She nods, offers a smile much more genuine than his own. As if she remembered something 
comforting. “Right—our family.” 


Bo oe 
“You’re almost there, Alina,” the doctor encourages. “One more big push.” 


Alina screams, throws her head back with her eyes screwed tight. Aleks’s hand, squeezed in 
hers for all its worth, is an anchor in the darkness as their daughter’s cries join their own. The 
world is blurry when she opens her eyes again—tears, she realizes, as she blinks them away. 
Aleks’s lips on her hairline, the doctor saying something about a healthy girl. Instinctually, 
Alina holds out her arms as they lay her entire world on her chest. 


“Perfect,” Aleks murmurs, as Alina stares down at their daughter. She stopped crying, 
content in the warmth of Alina’s bare chest. 


Alina cannot stop staring though, mesmerized by her. 


Mesmerized by the idea that once terrified her upon waking in the hospital in February. 


Mesmerized by the red string that tied her to the love of her life, even when her memories 
could not. 


Mesmerized by the dream that fueled her drive to heal. 


Mesmerized by all the pieces she once was to Alina, but who is now her own little person. 
Half Aleks, half her. Entirely whole, entirely loved. 


“Perfect,” Alina echoes. “She’s perfect.” 
==O0== 


Aleks remains awake in the dark hospital room, despite the purple half moons beneath his 
eyes. The dim glow of a lamp in the corner of the room remains on, but Alina and their 
daughter are undisturbed by it, sleeping soundly. He watches his daughter intently—every 
small inhale, exhale—as if she might disappear if he looks away. As if his family might slip 
through his fingers the moment he allows himself to close his eyes. 


It’s a terrible idea, but he cannot help but reach out to gently stroke a finger along Lenka’s 
cheek. 


“Lenka,”’ Alina announces. Exhausted, but beaming still. Fresh life breathed into her eyes. 
“Yeah?” 


“Our light,” she answers, so simply. He certainly doesn t argue—he hasnt heard anything 
more true in his lifetime. 


To his relief, she remains sound asleep—he wonders if this is a stroke of beginner’s luck, or 
if they hit the jackpot with a baby who sleeps through the night. He isn’t worried either way 
—he meant every word he said to Alina. They’re ready—as long as they have each other, 
they’re more than ready. 


--00-- 


Three days later, Aleks drives them home from the hospital. When he meets Alina’s eyes in 
the rearview mirror, she responds with an exasperated huff. 


“You can go the speed limit—or at least five under.” 

Aleks’s eyes flicker back to the speedometer; he is driving forty in a fifty. 

“This is fine,” he answers, simply. 

“This is as dangerous as speeding—the car on your tail is going to floor it into our car.” 
“He can go around us.” 


“Your papa is absolutely insane,” Alina mock whispers to Lenka. 


--00-- 


Time passes strangely their first three weeks at home together. Moments of rest dissolving in 
a blink, seconds stretching the boundaries of time itself as Lenka wails. Alina’s friends stop 
by to meet Lenka and bring food, temporary flashes of the world outside that they indulge in. 
Delicate moments of comfort between them that soothe their exhaustion, and shining 
moments of clarity with their daughter that absolve all others. 


But all the while, as time wrinkles and twists and drives forward with infinite determination, 
the conversation that still needs to be had hangs over his head. Aleks minds these strange 
new rules of time when finally prompting the conversation—waits until Alina is freshly 
showered for the first time in days, until Lenka has been put down for her nap. There is no 
waiting until they are both rested enough, or until they are their best selves. He isn’t sure 
when that will be, and this can’t wait any longer. 


And so, he broaches the topic with care. 


“We still need to talk,” he prompts. Alina hasn’t brought it up again—not since she was in 
labor. “When I...what I was going to tell you before your water broke.” 


She meets his eyes in the floor length mirror, standing before it as she tries to untangle a knot 
from her damp hair. 


“Right,” she agrees, her wariness obvious. “Just—” She huffs, yanks at the knot. 
Aleks tuts, closing the distance between them and taking the brush from her. 


“C’mere,” he commands, moving to sit down on her unmade bed—or is it their unmade bed? 
No formal designation has been made, but he can’t remember the last time he slept in his own 
bed. 


Alina follows, sitting between his legs, as he gently works the brush through her hair. 
A few seconds of bated silence pass. “What is it you wanted to say?” 


He hesitates, wondering if he should wait until he finishes brushing her hair. But maybe it 
will be easier to say this if he isn’t looking at her—if he doesn’t have to watch with 
excruciating attention, every twitch of expression as she processes his words. If he doesn’t 
have to witness any glimmer of hope such news might spark in her. 


“The day you went into labor, while you were at therapy—” 
“Yes?” 
“Malyen stopped by my office.” 


Alina freezes. His own hand follows suit for a beat, halfway down her hair, before he finishes 
his stroke. Alina catches his hand before he can repeat the movement, turning to sit cross- 
legged between his own legs. 


“He... how did he—,” shakes her head “,—why?” 


“Apparently you blocked his number, after he ignored you for a week or so...after you told 
him the truth.” 


Alina’s cheeks flush and his stomach dives dangerously, something like hysteria bubbling 
beneath the surface. She still cares for him . 


“T had a lot of anxiety, about how badly he reacted to me telling him about our...about our 
affair.” 


He can’t help but notice how steadfast her words are. How they don’t tremble at the truth like 
they might have mere weeks ago. 


“T kept waiting for him to reach out, to answer,” she continues. “His silence was taunting me, 
in a sense. But that was...that was when I felt I needed his forgiveness to move on. When I 
thought some formal absolution could rid me of my mistakes, my guilt. But I don’t need that 
anymore. I...I’m okay with the mistakes I made. They—,” she inhales a sharp breath, “— 
they don’t make me unloveable. I know that now.” 


His heart crumples beneath the weight of her words, his previous fears momentarily 
forgotten. 


“Ts that what you thought?” he murmurs, brushing her hair from her shoulder. 


She swallows around a visible lump in her throat. “It was something I felt, even though I 
didn’t really understand that it was something I believed....does that make sense?” 


Whatever expression her words unbury in him must alarm her, because she reaches out and 
holds her hand to his cheek. 


“It was nothing you did—ain fact, it was...” She shakes her head, drops her hand. “But what 
did Mal want? Just to make amends?” 


Aleks shakes his head. “No—no. He wanted to apologize for leaving, and for ignoring you 
after. But he also wanted to tell you that...that his offer still stands.” 


“His offer,” she echoes. He witnesses the exact breath that her heart absorbs the meaning of 
his words. ““He—” 


“T know—he told me.” 

Another deep breath, her shoulders tense. “I didn’t tell you because—” 
“Tt’s alright. I understand.” 

“You do?” 


“You needed to process it, to consider your options. And I...I need you to know that I want 
you to be happy—that’s what’s most important to me. I almost said nothing—I’m ashamed to 


admit it, but the truth is that it crossed my mind. Because the thought of losing you...” He 
shakes his head. “But I know more than I need your love, I need your trust. You deserve the 
full truth— always —after all you’ve been through. And so—that’s the truth. Mal came by 
for you, and he still loves you. So if reconciling with Mal is something you want to explore 
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His words are swallowed by her breath, by her lips crushing his with such startling force that 
his hand flies to the bed behind him to steady himself before she lands him on his back. 


“No.” She is breathless, a little wild, when she finally pulls away. “No, you definitely don’t 
understand.” 


<7? 
Her hand covers his mouth. “You’re done sharing. It’s my turn now.” 


Slowly, she lowers her hand. Her arms cross protectively over her center, as 1f she can arm 
herself against her own vulnerability. 


“You don’t understand,” she repeats. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t even consider 
returning to Mal—not even for a moment. Not because I was processing his offer. I couldn’t 
consider returning to Mal, because doing so would mean pretending that I wasn’t in love with 
you. That I’m...that I’m not in love with you now. 


“But I am—I am in love with you. I...I love you.” Her words are slow, experimental, like 
she’s tasting a new language for the first time. “And I won’t pretend that doesn’t terrify me,” 
she whispers. “Only that it’s worth facing that fear—everything I feel for you is worth that.” 


A sense of healing in saying it aloud, in hearing it aloud; a bridge between their hearts, 
between miles of mangled insecurities that lie beneath them. 


“T love you, and that terrifies me, but I love you—and I’m sorry that it took me so long to tell 
you,” she continues, “even when I knew. I just...I felt like I had to earn the kind of love that I 
felt for you, or that I didn’t deserve it. But I know that’s not true anymore, and that’s what / 
wanted to share before I went into labor. That I love you—that I’m in love with you.” 


Something stronger than relief floods him. Peace, he realizes. The weight of a burden he 
didn’t know his shoulders were bearing lifts suddenly. He is able to move again, and with his 
newfound freedom, he pulls her in for another kiss. 


“T love you.” His words land on her tongue, his lips brushing against hers as he speaks. As he 
verbalizes the second heartbeat that has been pulsing through his veins for a year. As he 
commits to the free fall into the unknown bliss that is being in love with Alina. “I love you, I 
love you—” 


Her giggle swallows his words and he kisses her harder, swallowing every breath, inhaling 
every gasp. They go on until they can’t breath, until Alina is in his lap, legs wrapped around 
his waist and clinging to him as tightly as her soul has molded to his own. Ordinarily, he 


would already be rolling her onto the bed, already be pushing inside of her. But aside from 
the fact she’s hardly a week postpartum, her eyes are already fluttering closed. 


He chuckles, rolling them onto their sides, still wrapped in each other as their heads fall onto 
the pillows. 


“T love you,” she whispers once more, before she drifts off. 
“T love you,” he answers with a kiss to her forehead, holding her closer. 


Because this may have started with impulsive lust, but the love grown from its ruins is 
anything but impulsive. Falling in love with Alina never did feel like a choice, but the life 
he’ll build with her is more than intention; it is his purpose. 


==60== 
The site of her second encounter with Mal is the same as her first. 


The same coffee shop, the same table in the corner, the same mug of honey ginger tea. It’s 
appropriate—the end to a conversation that they never did get to finish before he fled. But 
everything else feels different this time around. She sips her tea with none of the anxiety that 
accosted her last time. In fact, the only nerves flittering in her stomach now are due to the 
fact it’s her first time leaving Lenka for any extended amount of time. But when it comes to 
Mal, she feels secure. She feels secure in the life she chose. 


Mal is on time this time. Upon walking through the door, he approaches her with a visible 
wariness, rather than the eagerness that propelled him forward last time. No matter what he 
told Aleks, the sense of purpose that he carried last time she met him seems to have dissolved 
as he sits down across from her. 


He greets her with a congratulations, upon a quick glance at her stomach. 
She tries for a smile. “Thank you.” 


“T would have reached out sooner, but I knew you were due soon, and even if, um, he 
conveyed my message—” 


“He did.” 
“| figured you might have your hands full.” 
Alina chuckles. “That’s kind of an understatement.” 


An uneasy silence momentarily falls over them before Mal shatters it. “I meant what I told 
him—that my offer still stands.” 


His words are halfhearted; Alina cannot tell if it’s because he can already see so clearly that 
she will not take him up on it, or if it’s because he already doubts his own feelings. She 
imagines it might be a combination of both. 


“Mal...I care about you so much.” 

He looks away, foot tapping rapidly beneath the table. 

“And I hope you know how sorry I am for what I did. You didn’t deserve that—” 
“T forgive you for that.” His harsh tone grinds against his supposed forgiveness. 


“But it’s okay if you haven’t,” she continues. “I understand if that’s the case. I made a 
mistake and I make no excuses.” A deep breath. “But I do love him—I’m in love with him, 
and I’m not leaving him.” 


He inhales a sharp breath, gaze finally returning to her own. “Are you sure?” 


Alina nods. “More sure than I’ve been about anything for a long time. And...and are you sure 
that was what you wanted, even if I agreed to get back together with you?” 


He furrows his brow. 


“T understand more than anyone,” Alina continues, “the fear that come with the lives we’ve 
lead. We were there for each other when we had no one—and that’s why you’ll always be 
family to me. I'll always want you in my life...if you’re willing, if you’re ever ready for that 
friendship. But...we clung to each other because we needed that security, even when we 
weren’t what was best for each other anymore. We were both too afraid to walk away. It’s 
why I couldn’t end things with you, even when I should have. And...and maybe fear is the 
same reason that you couldn’t commit to a good thing with someone else. Why you 
convinced yourself you’re in love with me, even when...well, I think you know that you’re 
not. Not really.” 


Mal stares at her for a beat before leaning forward, dropping his head into his hands with a 
groan. “When did you get so smart, huh?” 


Alina smiles her first genuine smile in Mal’s company for the first time in a long time. “Took 
you long enough to notice.” 


Mal winces when he sits up straighter. “I feel like I fuck up everything—like I can’t ever get 
out of my own way.” 


Alina’s expression softens as she shakes her head. “You don’t fuck up everything—what we 
had was what we both needed for a long time, even if it wasn’t forever. But...the woman you 
were dating...” 


Alina watches him, expectantly. He tenses before sighing. 

“T could feel myself falling for her, and I just—she’s different from us, Lina. Comes from this 
good family, this picket fence life. Everyday I was with her, I felt like I was waiting to be 
left.” 


“But you didn’t want her to leave?” 


Mal shakes his head. 
“So you left before you could be left—and came running back to what was comfortable.” 
A guilty wince twists his expression. “I didn’t mean to—” 


“No, no,” Alina assures him. “It’s alright...I told you, Mal. I get it—I really do.” She smiles, 
a little sadly. “But it isn’t the right move. I just knew that before you—that’s all.” 


“Yeah...yeah, I guess you did.” 


“For the record, if you do love her—I think it’s worth fighting for a second chance. With the 
right woman this time, of course.” 


Mal chuckles, leans closer with his elbow on the table and his head on his hand. “Thanks... 
and I think I would like to stay friends. I think I do need a little more time, but...I want you 
in my life still. Someday.” 


Alina nods. “I understand.” 


“So...” He leans back in his chair, folds his hands on the table. “You’re a brand new mom 
and you haven’t once shoved a photo at me in the last thirty minutes. Does your daughter 
have two heads or something?” 


Alina laughs. “Do you really want to see her?” 
He smiles, his earlier wariness all but gone. “Of course I do.” 


She pulls out her phone, opening her most recent photos album and handing it over to him. 
“Her name is Lenka.” 


--00-- 


“Are you sure you don’t want me to take her?” Alina runs a hand over their daughter’s head, 
where she’s strapped safely to her father’s chest in a baby carrier. She can’t get enough of the 
velvet peach fuzz covering her little head. 


“Why would I need you to take her?” 
The elevator passes the third floor, the fourth. 


Alina laughs. “I didn’t mean anything by it—only that you might want to stop by the office to 
get a few things done while we’re here.” 


Seventh floor, eight floor. The elevator doors slide open on the ninth floor, revealing the 
lobby of Morozova Industries. 


“I’m not here to work,” he reminds her. 


He had said as much this morning, but Alina is admittedly still wrapping her head around 
Aleksander’s lessened workaholic tendencies. No matter that he had told her he would only 
be working one day a week for the first five months after Lenka’s birth, she hadn’t truly 
believed it. But since he’s returning to the office next week—a month before she’ll follow— 
they decided it was time to show off their daughter on an office tour. 


“Let me see, let me see.” 


Nina’s squeals can be heard before she’s seen, a blur of a red pencil skirt and cream-colored 
blouse, red lips to match. She ignores her boss in favor of cooing over Lenka before they 
even manage to leave the lobby. 


“Ms. Zenik—” Aleks tries. 
“Nina,” she corrects him, otherwise ignoring him in favor of drawing a giggle from Lenka. 


Alina will never tire of those giggles and treasures every moment with their daughter. Each 
day a new personality trait or quirk is seemingly revealed, even at just five months old. 


“Alright, that’s enough,” Aleks says. 


Alina holds onto his arm, offers a comforting squeeze. ““We’re here so people can meet her,” 
she reminds him. 


“Well they don’t need to get close enough to breath their germs onto her.” 


Nina only laughs, taking a step back to appease him and giving Alina a hug. “We miss you 
here.” 


“T miss you guys,” Alina answers, as they walk through the office. 


Coworkers pop up from behind their cubicle to get a glimpse of the boss’s baby, the people 
closest to them rushing over to see her. Alina thinks it’s partly excitement at meeting Lenka, 
and partly fascination at witnessing Aleksander Morozova with a baby strapped to his chest. 
She smiles, amused by the stern look he wears alongside his usual suit. 


Alina laughs as Inej drags Kaz from his office, and as he pats Lenka on the head with a 
gloved hand before disappearing again. As Jesper whispers God-knows-what into her 
daughter’s ear, as Wylan hovers nervously on the side. 


Zoya stands to the side, looks at Lenka for a beat before looking between Aleks and Alina 
with a shrug. “Not bad.” 


=+00=-+ 
“Are you sure?” 


Alina just barely muffles her groan of frustration, remembering that their daughter seems to 
have super hearing. It doesn’t matter that she’s supposedly fast asleep in her nursery—every 
static blip on the baby monitor on her bedside table makes her jump. 


“T was cleared months ago,” she reminds him, tugging at his undershirt. 


Not that she was ready months ago, and Aleks has been nothing but patient with her timeline. 
But now it’s her own growing impatience driving her—she’d been ready for weeks, and he’s 
made his worries about hurting her more than known since she first brought it up. But this is 
the night—the night he promised they would finally have sex again. 


Although sex is the wrong term—they’d had sex. But sex had been blowjobs and Aleks’s 
gentle tongue dragging her to completion. She wants him rooted inside of her, wants him 
connected in a way that they haven’t been able to indulge in since they cemented their 
relationship. Since she finally told him that she loves him. 


“That’s not an answer,” he chides, even as she draws a moan when her lips working their way 
up his jaw. His hands land on her hips, stilling her on his lap. “Slow down, sweetheart.” 


“Well I’m eager ,” she tells him pointedly. “Sue me. And yes—I’m ready. I’ve made that 
crystal clear.” 


He chuckles, letting her pull his shirt off this time. She runs her hand up his bare chest as he 
kisses down her neck, across her collarbone. Their chests heaving in anticipation. 


“You missed Daddy’s cock, hm?” He runs his teeth across the crook of her neck, drawing a 
gasp. 


“Yes,” she hisses, not bothering to deny it. She doesn’t have patience for games tonight. 


His lips find hers again and they lose themselves in a languid makeout, tongues and hands 
moving in tandem as he grinds against her, as she rolls her hips to meet him. He rolls them 
over without warning, earning a yelp that melts into a giggle as he leans back to tug her 
shorts off and leaves her in a pair of underwear and bra that are certainly short of sexy. He 
doesn’t seem to mind; he watches her with clear hunger in his eyes before tugging down her 
underwear and spreading her legs wider. 


“Need to taste this sweet little pussy first.” 


She throws her forearm over her face, bites down to hold in her whimper as he swipes his 
tongue through her folds, running the tip of it over her clit. 


“Perfect,” he murmurs against the skin of her inner thigh as he kisses the soft skin between 
her legs. “Fucking perfect.” 


“T want you—’” She gasps, his tongue drawing more wetness between her thighs. Grabs at his 
hair in an attempt to still him. “—inside me,” she finishes, breathless already. 


She much as she enjoys this, the last thing she wants is for their daughter waking to interrupt 
them before they make it to tonight’s main event. He chuckles again, kissing up her body as 
she sits up and slides off her bra. His tongue finds her nipple; gentle, aware of just how 
sensitive she is. 


“Please,” she whimpers, grabbing at his arm. 


The pulse between her legs demands an answer, her heart beating in tune with it. Blood 
rushes in her ears as he looks up at her with dark eyes. 


“Please what ?” 
“Daddy,” she hurriedly corrects. “Please, Daddy—need you inside me.” 
“Good girl.” Another kiss that sets her heart afire, a reward that makes her soul sing. 


He climbs off her to kick off his sweatpants and retrieve a condom from the bedside table 
drawer. She watches with unabashed eagerness as he roles it on, as he strokes himself with 
lube—always treating her with care, even when she doesn’t ask for it. 


A heavy reverence falls upon them as he climbs over her again, settling between her legs. 
Kisses her, hands roaming her skin like she’s still something fleeting. Like their first night at 
the inn together that they thought would be their last. Just because they can enjoy the security 
of their commitment, doesn’t mean he treats her like she is any less precious. Like she isn’t 
something worth savoring. 


“T love you,” he tells her, his hands moving between her legs. 


Winding her up until she whines into his shoulder, two fingers becoming three as he kisses 
her temple. She wraps her arms around him, palms against his back as she arches closer. Her 
body itself a plea, until the slide of his cock against her core replaces his fingers. 


He removes her hand from his back and interlaces their fingers before pushing into her at last. 
Slow, labored breath against her lips, keeping his weight off her chest. His cheek falls to hers 
and she runs her free hand through his hair, holds tight to him. 


“T love you,” she murmurs, because those words that once felt like an obstacle now flow so 
freely that she doesn’t know what to do with all the instances they pile behind her teeth, 
begging to be freed. 


Aleks pauses when he sheathes her completely, hand running down her stomach, thumb 
gingerly stroking stretchmarks. 


“How does it feel, sweetheart?” 


“Incredible,” she breathes, because it does . Tender, yes, but full in a way that makes her feel 
at risk of floating away. Her eyes flutter closed as she sighs, content. “Talk to me.” 


He doesn’t need clarification. 


“You're taking Daddy so well,” he praises, voice low as he begins to move. Slow, but 
purposeful, thrusts in and out of her. Movement that makes her toes curl within seconds. 
“Such a good girl for me, hm?” 


Alina smiles dreamily, eyes still closed. Floating away to that place that only he can guide her 
to. Fuzzy and warm, toe-curling pleasure that he wrings from her with ease. 


“Open your eyes, baby,” he commands, words no less gentle. His own bear down on her, 
black in the dim glow of the single lit lamp. “There she is—look at Daddy.” 


“You feel incredible,” he huffs. “Just so perfect.” 
Alina rises to kiss him, wincing when her breasts press against his chest. 
“You alright?” he asks, stilling. “You want to be on top?” 


She shakes her head, lays back down but guides his face closer and kisses him again. “No, I 
like you like this. I feel...I feel safe.” 


He brushes his nose with hers, kisses across her cheek. “You are—I’ve got you, baby. I’ve 
always got my girl.” 


He guides their interlaced hands to her lower stomach where she can feel the press of him 
inside her with each slow roll of hips, with each thrust. She gasps as his lips trail her jaw, 
landing on her ear. 


“Gonna give you another one day,” he murmurs. “Daddy will fill you up, over and over—” 


“Sasha.” She laughs, hands pressing against his chest and his own chuckle rumbles in his 
chest as he rises to look down at her. “Maybe we see how the first one goes.” 


His smile widens and he thrusts into her with the slightest bit of more force. “Only a matter 
of time, baby.” 


She rolls her eyes, but not without affection, too spun out with the pleasure spiraling through 
her veins to argue the point right now. Logic and rationale are long gone, dissolving 
completely when his fingers snake between their bodies and rub circles over her clit. 


“Come for Daddy,” he whispers, leaning down for another kiss. “Let me feel this perfect little 
pussy come around my cock. Let me feel my baby girl fall apart, yeah?” 


“Fuck, Sasha—” Her whimper is cut off by his kiss, his relentless thrusts and fingers that 
reduce her to a molten heat in her core and belly that spreads to her limbs until she trembles 
beneath him. “I— fuck.” 


She unravels, gripping his cock as he groans into her mouth. He doesn’t last another moment, 
tensing above her as he finishes, lips brushing against hers, damp foreheads joined. 


“T love—” 


His words are cut off by screeching that cuts through the baby monitor, joined by their 
exhausted laughter a beat later. He pulls out of her with care before tossing the condom and 
pulling his sweatpants back on. 


“Just under the wire,” he mutters, already on his way to retrieve their daughter. 


Alina sighs, tendrils of joy sliding down her skin as she climbs under the blankets. The air is 
suddenly cool against her damp skin, but she doesn’t bother retrieving a shirt. She takes a sip 
of water instead, watching the door as Aleks returns holding a red-faced Lenka. He places her 
in Alina’s arms and lays down on the bed next to Alina as she nurses their daughter. 


Aleks’s thoughtful gaze paints her skin, comfortable silence blanketing her family. He 
reaches out, brushing a hair from Alina’s face and kissing her temple. “Was that alright?” 


Alina turns and kisses his lips, his bearded-cheek. “More than alright.” 
As long as she has her family by her side, everything in her life always will be. 
--00-+ 
A year and a half later 
“You’re late ,” Nina scolds, rushing to the door to retrieve the cake from him. 
She sets it on the kitchen island with an exasperated sigh, opening it to check for any flaws. 


Alina laughs, squeezes Matthias’s arm in thanks. “You’re not late, and we appreciate you 
picking it up.” 


“T know I’m not late,” he grumbles, moving to join the rest of their friends in the house the 
Morozovas finally signed for three months ago. 


The open-floor plan is perfect for hosting, which is exactly what Alina had in mind. Despite 
Aleks’s protests that they don t need any friends , he seems content enough with their newly 
two-year old in his arms as Genya and Jesper hover, wearing twin expressions of infatuation. 
Lenka inherited her parents’ shared dark eyes, dark hair, and stubbornness, along with her 
father’s cool grumpiness—which is nothing short of amusing on a toddler. According to 
Aleks, she also inherited her mother’s laugh, although Alina isn’t quite sure. 


She looks around the room as she places the two candles on the chocolate buttercream cake, 
shaped like some strange fictional animal—some mix between a piglet and turquoise racoon 
that is Lenka’s current television obsession. Fond affection melts over her skin as she takes 
everyone in. Her friends from work, including Genya and David, and even Zoya (wearing 
Nikolai’s ring, at last). Ivan and Fedyor even flew back to Os Alta for the event too. The 
people, along with the scattered bottles and plates, and the haphazard birthday decorations, 
make up the home she always craved. 


Nina is already pulling out plates beside her when the doorbell rings. 
“Tl get it,” Nina tells her, hurrying off. 


When Alina looks up again, Mal and his girlfriend Marie are walking into the kitchen with a 
giftbag in hand. Alina abandons the cake, handing the lighter off to Nina and greeting Mal 
with a hug. 


“T’m so glad you guys could make it,” she says, thanking them for the gift when Marie hands 
it to her with a smile. 


“Yeah, yeah.” Mal jokingly brushes her off. “Where’s the star of the show, though?” 


Alina rolls her eyes with affection, nodding at where Lenka is now sitting on the floor, 
surrounded by half the party. She sets down the gift bag, watching as Mal shakes Aleks’s 
hand and sits down beside Wylan in front of Lenka. The two men will never be friends , but 
there is a respect built over the last year, since Mal came back into her life. Luda, on the other 
hand, keeps greater distance. Still, her birthday card to Lenka hangs on their fridge; both 
situations are more than they could have hoped for, given the circumstances. 


Nina dims the lights as Alina carries the cake into the next room, an out-of-tune chorus of 
happy birthday ringing through the house as she approaches Lenka. Alina smiles at Wylan, 
who is taking photos of the event on his expensive camera, but she doesn’t care much either 
way. 


That’s not to say she doesn’t document her daughter’s life, but she doesn’t live in old 
photographs and haunted memories anymore. She lives in the the smoke scent of birthday 
candles, in the sweet taste of buttercream, in the echo of laughter from the those she loves. 
She lives in the touch of her husband, in the love for her daughter, and perhaps most 
importantly, for the present and the promise of tomorrow, rather than the shadows of 
yesterday. 


The life she built with Aleksander will never be perfect, nor does she want it to be. But it’s 
precious all the same, because it’s belongs to them. Most of all, it’s embedded with the love 
she knows they both deserve. 


Chapter End Notes 


Thank you for reading! As always, I'd love to hear your thoughts in the comments below 


You can find me on tumblr, or on twitter, where I often post shorter prompts and fic 
snippets. 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


